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Note from the editor
y first fire was a day old and
mostly extinguished when I
arrived to cover it. A lumberyard
had burned; the story had run above the
fold that morning. Now, as a weekend
cops reporter-in-training, I wandered into
the black, still-warm ruin looking for
details to make a story. In the process I
violated an enforced fire line. Nearby fire
investigators called me out of the ashes,
and let me know I was a dolt.
Maybe I was. But I also wanted a
good story.
When it comes to fire, how close
should journalists get? It’s a question we
can ask again and again, because there are
always fires. The question arose in the
summer of 2000, when wildfire consumed
much of the western United
States and reporters from New
Mexico to Montana pushed as
near as they could to tell
readers and viewers about the
fires. In this year’s Montana
Journalism Review, three
writers look back at wildland
fires and reveal some of the
dramas of covering them.
Fire draws people — and
not just journalists. Fire thrills
and scares us. We want to get near
without getting burned. As journalists,
we have the extra attraction of a good fire
story made better by proximity. Readers
want us to get close, too, because they
want to know how it is to stand nearby
as fire consumes a mountainside. Last
summer, readers from throughout the
world hit the Web site of the Missoulian
newspaper in Montana, eager for details
about wildfires. On one morning, Sherry
Devlin, the Missoulian’s environmental
reporter, discovered hundreds of
messages in her e-mail inbox. The world
wanted to know what she saw. She writes
of her new audience on page 58.
But fires kill people, and government
agencies don’t want journalists dying on
their watch. John Blackstone of C B S
News took issue with that policy in a
speech to the Montana A P Broadcasters
in the autumn of 2000. “We’re kept so far
back,” he writes in an article adapted
from his remarks that starts on page 68,
“that press credentials don’t seem to be
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worth a thing.”
What can journalists do to get past the
bureaucrats and out to the fire lines?
Mark Thiessen, a photographer with
National Geographic, has spent six
summers with wildland firefighters in
Idaho building trust and gaining access.
Thiessen has been close enough to flames
to get drenched with fire retardant
dropped from planes: “ It was like being
hit with 2,000 gallons of French dressing,”
he told Montana Journalism Review’s
Oona Palmer, whose articles on
Geographic’s fire coverage begin on page
63.
It’s ironic; some of the best reporting
about fires has come long after the fact
when time and distance have separated
the journalist from the subject.
Stewart O ’Nan did not witness
the Hartford, Conn., circus fire
of 1944, but his book, “The
Circus Fire,” grasped the hor
ror in a way that eluded
reporters of the day. O ’Nan, a
novelist, went at his task the
way he believed a reporter
would. He relates his struggles
to write fact in an article that
starts on page 30.
A s the next fire season approaches, we
hope these articles will help reporters and
photographers draw nearer to the stories
of life and loss that accompany the flames.
•••
Regular readers may have expected to
find Clem Work’s editor’s note in this
spot. Work, M JR editor since 1993, spent
the last year away from the office writing
a book about free speech and sedition in
Montana and the United States. A
sample appears on page 39. His tales of
people jailed and even killed for their
views during America’s World War I
hysteria remind us how tenuous is our
freedom of speech, especially during war.
I am grateful and honored to have
served this year in Clem ’s stead. I am
especially grateful to have worked with
such a professional staff, who wrested
this magazine from me and made it their
own, with dedication to quality and to
the highest and best ideals of journalism.
-

Michael Dozens
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THE C O L U M B IA JO U R N A L IS M REVIEW
H A S NAM ED
THE TOP 25 NEWSPAPERS IN AMERI CA.

(Bet you can’t guess the other 24.)
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W k k e u p a n d R e a d it

As voted by an independent committee and more than 100 American newspapei editors from throughout the country Newspapers selected include: 1. The New York Times,
2 The Washington Post. 3. The Wall Street Journal. 4. Los Angeles Times. 5. The Dallas Morning News. 6. Chicago Tiibune. 7. The Boston Globe. 8 San Jose Mercury News.
9. St. Petersburg Times. 10 The Sun (Baltimore, MD), 11 The Philadelphia Inquirer. 12. The Oregonian (Portland, OR), 13. USA Today, 14. The Seattle Times, 15. Newsday
(Melville NY). 16. The News and Observer (Raleigh. NC), 17. The Miami Herald. 18 Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN), 19. The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, 20 The Orange
County Register (Santa Ana, CA), 21 The Sacramento Bee. 22. The Times-Picayune (New Orleans, LA), 23. The Spokesman-Review (Spokane, WA).
24 Austin American-Statesman (Austin, TX), and 25. Concord Monitor (Concord, NH).
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Seattle S tri ke

Copy Editor’s Manifesto
A chronicle o f one journalists transformation from passive wordsmith to active union man

“We’ll dot your i’s and cross your t’s,
but we won’t do it on our knees"
- Ivan Weiss, Seattle Times copy editor

By Jerry Holloron

F

or more years than I care to count, I've sung the
mantra: Journalists are observers, not
participants. They cover the game, rather than
play it. They are above the fray. But for 49 days
last winter, I became a partisan — a reluctant, then
ardent participant in the Pacific Northwest Newspaper
Guild’s strike against my employer, The Seattle Times,
and its business partner, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer.
The experience was bad for my billfold but good for
my soul.
Seattle, with its politeness, political correctness and
endless process, seemed an unlikely location for a bitter
strike, and The Times seemed an unlikely target.
Founded by Col. Alden J. Blethen in 1896 and owned
primarily by his descendents ever since, The Times had
set out to become the best regional newspaper in the
country, and the Blethens had shown they were willing
to spend money to achieve that goal. Publisher Frank
Blethen in many ways was a newsroom's dream: He
backed investigations that poked at the community’s
sacred cows; he didn't interfere in day-to-day operations
of the newsroom; he believed in a newspaper's
obligation to its community; and he promised the paper
would remain independent. He was no friend of the
large chains, particularly Knight Ridder, which owns
49.5 percent of The Times and has tried in the past to
take it over.
Since 1983, The Times and the Hearst-owned P-I
have been published under a joint operating agreement.
Times employees handle all the business functions of
both newspapers, including advertising, circulation and
printing. But each paper maintains a separate,

independent newsroom, and competition between them
can be fierce. That’s especially true since early 2000,
when The Times switched from afternoon to morning
publication, going head-to-head with the morning P-I,
which trails The Times in circulation.
When I joined the newspaper late in 1999, I was told
The Times took exceptional care of its “ family” of
employees. And it proved to be a pleasant place to
work, although not quite the Camelot company
publications promised.
As 1 was being hired as a copy editor, a newsroom
manager let it drop that the newspaper was having
trouble retaining and replacing its best people because
of salary levels and the absence of a company match to
401 (k) contributions. Perhaps, the manager said, the
situation would be addressed in the summer of 2000
when the Guild negotiated a new contract with the
company.
Copy editors, photographers and reporters soon filled
in the details of “the salary problem.” They complained
of creeping raises being outrun by the Seattle area's
soaring cost-of-living. Copy editors, in particular, said
they rarely saw the merit raises the company bragged
about. Most agreed that the company had walked over
the union in negotiations since the late 1980s and that
each contract had been increasingly dismal.
I was surprised at how common and bitter the salary
complaints were, particularly among long-time
employees. This “family” of workers, I thought, seems a
bit dysfunctional.
Contract negotiations began in spring 2000 and
lurched through the summer with little progress. The

After 49 days on strike, then 92 days waiting fo r the company to call him back to work, Je rry Holloron is once again a
copy editor fo r The Seattle Times. H e is a graduate o f the University o f Montana School o f Journalism where he taught
from 1972 to 1990. Holloron also has worked fo r The News Tribune in Tacoma, Wash., the M issoulian and the Lee
Newspapers State Bureau in Helena, Mont.
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Seattle Strike

D uring the first
week of the
strike, G uild
members from
the Times and
P-l rally outside
the Times
building .
By Tom Reese, courtesy of the Seattle Union Record

union set a strike deadline of Nov. 21, a step I assumed
was mainly a bargaining ploy. A couple of
demonstrations were held outside The Times building,
but they resembled junior high field trips more than
protests.
The company and the union were staring each other
down over financial issues, and I and many others
assumed one or both of them would blink at the last

rapacious corporations. Or maybe it was simply as a
fellow striker told me: “You either get it or you don’t.”
Still, in the first few days of the strike, I was
swimming in fear: What would I gain from it? The
Times’ offer was far from what I had hoped, but I was
not exactly starving and I really liked my job and the
people 1worked with and for. What if a bunch of my
co-workers crossed the line? How tough would it be to

I knew I could never cross the picket line, though I ’m still
unsure how I came to embrace that principle.
moment. In fact, after initially requesting a large slice of
the moon, $6.15 an hour over three years, the union
had lowered its salary demand to raises totaling $3.25
an hour over three years. Then, with the strike deadline
imminent, the company made its final financial offer: a
total of $3.30 an hour spread over six years.
It was virtually identical to the company’s original
offer weeks before and amounted to raises averaging 55
cents an hour annually until the end of 2006. The
Times hadn’t blinked; nor, it seemed, had it bargained.
It was the early hours of Nov. 21, and we had
stumbled into a strike.

F irst T here Was F ear
I knew I could never cross the picket line, though
I’m still unsure how I came to embrace that principle.
When I grew up in the Bitterroot Valley of Montana,
strikes were limited to baseball fields. Maybe it was
something I learned from Montana’s history of
MJ R

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

live on $300 a week in strike pay from the union? What
if the strike badly damaged the newspaper? What if my
bosses got mad at me?
The first two weeks of the strike are a blur: I was
handed a picket sign (the wood was nicely sanded; after
all, this was genteel Seattle). I learned the amount of
time you could block a truck leaving a Times parking
lot (a court order later set the amount of time at zero).
I learned to appreciate the warmth of burn barrels on
the 4 a.m. to 8 a.m. picket shift (Our barrels, of course,
were special. Designed by Boeing engineers, themselves
veterans of a recent strike, the barrels had a chimney,
rather than an open top. They were EPA-approved, or
so the story went.)
Like Blanche, I learned to depend on the kindness of
strangers, many of them members of other unions, who
would appear out of the morning mist with encouraging
words, loads of wood, sacks of apples and dozens of
donuts (my God, the donuts!). And I learned to fade
into the background during TV news crews’ frequent
5
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Seattle Strike
visits to the picket line. Once I didn’t move fast enough,
prompting this e-mail from my friend Kevin Twidwell, a
University of Montana School of Journalism graduate
who has since degenerated into a Seattle lawyer: “ Saw
you on TV holding a picket sign. You looked cold. I
laughed.”
I started working at the Seattle Union Record, a
strike newspaper and daily-news Web site produced by
hundreds of staff members from The Times and P-I. It
was an amazing, highly successful effort, an unlikely
combination of Pulitzer Prize-winning journalists
working in a college-newspaper atmosphere. The paper
and Web site showcased the striking reporters,
columnists and photographers who had appeared in the
pre-strike P-I and Times; it rapidly became a worthy
competitor of the two dailies, which were continuing to
publish with skeleton staffs. And it contributed to strike
solidarity: At the Union Record, I not only worked with
the P-I staff; I also got to know more Times reporters
and photographers than I had in a full year in The
Times newsroom.

E nter T he A nger

A lot of effort was spent soothing the fevered brows
of this small group. Other reporters would meet with
them weekly, trying to persuade them not to return to
work. It was as though a pope was being selected:
Those of us on the outside — both managers and
strikers — would watch for the puffs of white smoke:
Would these reporters — called the Wobblies — stick
with us for another week, or would they cross the
picket line, with others rapidly following? Some of
them eventually slithered back into the building, leaving
management to deal with their incessant whining.
But even the serious business of scabbing was not
without humor. Shortly after the walkout began,
strikers lost the chairwoman of their Morale
Committee. She crossed the picket line. And a Times
sports columnist who crossed the picket line into paid
employment devoted his first column to a diatribe
accusing ex-Mariner Alex Rodriguez of forsaking
principle and loyalty. “ It was all about money,” the
columnist wrote of Rodriguez’s decision to sign a $252
million contract with the Texas Rangers. “ It was about
getting his.”
The irony did not go unnoticed.

• The hard-ball way in which The Times responded
to the strike actually fueled it. There’s nothing that
perks up a lagging picket line like an insult, perceived
or real, from management.
The Times’ approach grew out of the fact that
company and newsroom officials — unlike their
counterparts at the P-I — saw the
• I was stunned by the stories
strike as a personal affront and
of low pay, poor treatment by
betrayal. In a letter early in the
managers and deteriorating
strike to the "Times Family of
working conditions in the
Employees” (those still inside the
circulation and advertising
building), Publisher Blethen
departments. About half of the
wrote, “ I continue to be
nearly 1,000 workers in the union
overwhelmed by your concern
local worked in those departments,
about me and my family.” He
which were run by The Times but
continued: “I’m through the early
also served the P-I.
stages of grieving and have started
The frequency and common
to
look to the future.”
theme of the complaints and the
Executive Editor Mike Fancher
By Betty Udesen, courtesy of the Seattle Union Record
variety of the people who voiced
also adopted the grief metaphor in
them convinced me of their
Buttons honor the 38 days w orkers of the
his weekly column, which appears
validity, as did the fact that these
Seattle Post-Intelligencer spent on strike.
in the news section of the Sunday
lower-paid workers were willing to
paper: “For now, this does feel like there has been a
risk everything by going on strike. They made my sacrifice
seem insignificant.
death in the family, and we are grieving. Recovering will
be slow and painful.”
The newsroom, by comparison, seemed pampered.
Fancher’s columns early in the strike stoked the anger on
Unfortunately, some striking reporters saw that as their
the picket line because they seemed to portray strikers as
birthright. They groused that the plight of ad sales
misled, rather ignorant children who had been a big
people and customer-service representatives was not
disappointment to their parents and had wrecked the
their “issue," even though we all belonged to the same
family Buick. But it was the company’s security
union. Of course, these reporters knew little about that
plight, since most of them would not deign to walk the
arrangements and questionable attempts to lure or force
picket line and actually talk to people.
employees back to work that proved the most controversial.

Somewhere during the first few weeks of the strike, a
mix of anger and resolve began to push my fears aside.
There were two main reasons for the change: reports of
conditions in departments other than the newsroom,
and the way in which The Times dealt with the strike.

6
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Seattle Strike

C yc lo n e F ences

and

JB Ts

Even before the strike began, tall
cyclone fencing went up around
entrances to The Times building on
the edge of downtown and even
around a small company-owned park
across the street. Some windows were
boarded up. A large crew of tough
looking security men, employees of a
Tennessee company, arrived on the
scene to patrol 24 hours a day. The
company said the precautions were
needed to avert the kind of damage
that occurred during the Detroit
newspaper strike. But this was Seattle,
not Detroit, and the jack-booted thugs
(JBTs as we called them) seemed more
By Thomas James Hurst, courtesy of the Seattle Union Record
designed to intimidate than protect.
Hired security guards keep an eye on striking workers and their supporters outside
My anger peaked when I was
The Seattle Times building.
strolling down the public sidewalk
alone one day, my picket sign at an
angle that I hoped was jaunty. I glanced up and saw a
The letter was dated Dec. 19, less than a week
JBT photographing my every move from the roof of the
before Christmas.
building. What did he think I was going to do? Throw
The Washington Council of Churches called the
my thesaurus through the window?
company’s action “deplorable.” In an open letter, the
The JBTs were everywhere, striking poses, cruising in group said: “We join together as religious leaders whose
a fleet of new vans and photographing, always
social teachings affirm the right of workers to have a
photographing. When strikers would rally in front of the voice at work through the collective bargaining process
building — usually for a “media event” or “ photo op”
and to engage in strike actions without reprisals.”
the union had shamelessly organized — the TV cameras
would pan to the top of the roof and confront the JBTs
T h e E n d I s N ear
lens-to-lens. The result, I think, was devastating to the
company’s public image.
In retrospect, the letter seemed to mark the
So was the line of employees complaining that The
beginning of the end. On Dec. 28, P-I workers accepted
Times (but, significantly, not the P-1) was guilty of
a contract forged with the help of the nation’s top
unfair labor practices — “threats, intimidation and
mediator. On Jan. 8, Times employees approved a
interfering with employee rights” — in trying to get
contract that top company and union officials worked
workers to cross the picket line. The company disputed
out in Washington, D .C., under prodding from the chief
the claims in a “we’re-not-admitting-we made-thosemediator and U.S. Sen. Patty Murray.
telephone-calls-but-if-we-did-we’re-real-real-sorry”
On paper at least, the strike accomplished little. The
letter. The letter was particularly interesting to me,
contract provides for raises totaling $3.30 per hour over
since I had received one of the calls The Times didn’t
six years — the same offer the union had rejected
admit making. Close friends had received others.
seven weeks earlier. There was still no 401 (k) match.
The complaints, filed with the National Labor
But the union did manage to get a little better financial
Relations Board, were withdrawn as part of the strike
deal on health-insurance costs and additional
settlement.
improvements in the wages of some of the lowest-paid
And then there was “The Letter.” Warmly personal (it
workers.
was addressed to “Dear Seattle Times news staffer”), the
The strike was costly for both sides. Times workers
seven paragraphs informed me and fellow strikers that
went without regular paychecks for at least seven
The Times had decided to permanently replace us. In a
weeks; many went for much longer because the backbleat of self-pity, the eight editors who signed the letter
to-work provisions allowed The Times up to six months
added: “We imagine this is as difficult for you to read as
to recall strikers to their jobs. And the company says it
it was for us to write.” (THAT difficult? Oh, certainly
suffered millions of dollars in losses, forcing it to cut its
not! We’re only getting kicked out of our jobs, after all!)
work force significantly after the strike.
MJ R
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Seattle St rike
grim-faced Christmas shoppers not to spend money
there because the Banana Republic advertised in The
Times and P-I, and the Pacific Northwest Newspaper
Guild was on strike against The Times and P-I and so
shopping at the Banana Republic would hurt the
strikers etc. etc. etc.
It was a difficult message to reduce to a catchy
slogan, and my heart wasn’t in it.
R is in g F r o m T h e R u b b l e

By Harley Soltes, courtesy of the Seattle Union Record

The newspaper has released no precise figures, but
it’s clear that a lot of the financial damage was inflicted
by a union-led advertising and circulation boycott. The
boycott presented a tough choice for many of us: How
could we urge advertisers and subscribers to stop
supporting a newspaper that provided our livelihood?
The big concern, illustrated by the Detroit strike, was
that lost circulation would never be regained.
On the other hand, such boycotts are one of the few
tools strikers have. And we didn’t start the boycotts for
several weeks, hoping the company would bargain and
make a boycott unnecessary. Plus, the union has since
pledged to mount a campaign to regain the lost
subscriptions.
Still, the most uncomfortable times 1 had during the
strike involved the boycotts. Handing out subscriptioncancellation leaflets at Seahawks and Sonics games was
bad enough. But I was an utter wreck one afternoon
after I was assigned to stand outside the Banana
Republic in downtown Seattle, trying to convince
8
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss30/1

I'm hoping there will be long-term benefits from the
strike to offset the losses. Perhaps future negotiations
will be based on respect and a recognition that the
considerable loss both sides sustained last winter was
caused not only by the strike but by the company’s
reaction to it.
Meanwhile, the strike has had a profound personal
effect on many of us in ways we find hard to explain.
Like many journalists, I feel at home in conveying the
facts and opinions of others, but ill at ease in the world
of squishy concepts such as courage, solidarity, self
worth and putting yourself on the line. But like other
strikers, I'm proud of having stood up for something I
believed in. I’m surprised to discover I had the guts to
take a major financial hit in order, at best, to improve
future working conditions for others. I’m proud I
didn’t cave under pressure. Most of all, I’m proud to
have been in the company of people braver and stronger
than I.
I needed a chance to be part of something more
significant than the headline on tomorrow’s weather
story. And I needed to be part of the bond based on
mutual respect that now links hundreds of us in Seattle.
I know that sounds sappy, but that’s the way it is.
E p il o g u e
Throughout the strike, a local unit of Teamsters
honored the Guild's picket line and helped man it.
These guys knew what they were doing: They clearly
understood what the strike was about and why they
were there. They walked the picket line with authority.
There was no whimpering or whining.
On the last night of the strike, just after the vote
ratifying the contract, I and other ex-strikers were
circling The Times building, removing strike signs and
paraphernalia. A Union Record photographer snapped
shots of me in action, then — not recognizing me in my
picket-line attire and attitude — asked for my name.
He had mistaken me for a Teamster.
Life doesn’t get much sweeter than that.

. MJ R
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The In d u s t r y Standard

Online Reality Check
The Industry Standards Internet edition
faces a stormy economy after years
By Patricia Sullivan

o one, least of all me, would have guessed that
I’d end up working in business journalism, and
in management as well. I’ve been nothing but
trouble for almost every editor for whom I’ve worked,
from my Rust-Belt hometown to the scams and frauds
beat in South Florida, to the coverage of politics and
wing nuts in Montana.
The advantage, however, is that someone with that
background never trusts a boom market. And a year
ago, the world that revolves around technology and
digital journalism was way past boom, and deeply into
euphoria.
I started in online journalism in early 1996 when I
joined the well-established Web site of the San Jose
Mercury News, located at ground zero for the digital
age in Silicon Valley, California.
It was a great job in many ways. It was a well-paying
union job and I had my own online column, an
appreciative audience and a satisfied boss. But I left it
in November 1999 to join a magazine with an anemic
online presence. Pre-IPO stock options and a big raise
played a role, sure, but mostly I was bored and itching
for a creative challenge.
The Industry Standard, the ‘‘newsmagazine of the
Internet economy,” was one “new economy” magazine
that eyed the hoopla with skepticism. The editors were
smart, experienced journalists and the reporters were a
mixture of beginners and veterans. The magazine’s main
office also had become known as the spot for the
coolest parties in San Francisco — each Friday evening
a line of young dot-commers snaked around the corner
of Pacific and Battery, trying to get into our office
rooftop party which offered free
booze and hors d’oeuvres, network

N

ing possibilities and views of the Bay Bridge,
Transamerica Pyramid and Telegraph Hill.
I was hired to be newsletter editor. The Standard had
18 e-mail newsletters at the time, and my job was to
find freelancers to write them, edit them and dream up
new and interesting newsletters.
So I sold my house in San Jose and began looking for
a place 50 miles north in San Francisco. A few days
before I was to start work, my soon-to-be boss called.
An internal candidate had popped up for the newsletter
job, and the editors were thinking my skills and
interests fit an online news editor’s job better anyway.
Fine with me; I didn’t mind the sudden change of
direction. I thought I was used to the accelerated pace
of journalism from four years of working in the heart of
Silicon Valley. But I had only gotten a small taste of
how fast things could change.
Did I say the times were euphoric? Three weeks after
I started, the company Christmas party was held at the
California Academy of Sciences, in the aquarium wing.
There was an open bar — including a separate martini
bar — for 200 employees and their guests and a musical
laser light show after dinner. The next day, 60 editors,
designers and reporters boarded buses to go up to
Squaw Valley, a ski resort at Lake Tahoe, for an allexpenses-paid, three-day editorial retreat. Recreation
costs included, of course.
We resumed our 12-hour workdays in January 2000.
Our majority owner and venture capitalists were
delighted; we got first round funding of $30 million and
whispers of an initial public offering began to circulate.
The company was growing so fast that finding desk
space for each new hire was a real chore. The magazine
was huge, more than 300 pages long, and chock full of

Patricia Sullivan was executive editor for the Industry Standards online edition, TheStandard.com, until
she resigned during the magazine’s third round o f layoffs, which came after she wrote this article. Before
she joined the Standard, Sullivan worked at the San Jose Mercury News among other papers including the
Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel and the Missoulian in Missoula, Mont. In 1999-2000, she served as president
o f the Journalism and Women Symposium, and she was a John S. Knight fellow at Stanford University in
1992-93.
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The I n d u s t r y S t a n d a r d --------------------------------ads; reporters and editors were exhausted from trying to
fill the space each week. It was as big as a telephone
directory. It’s not a magazine, we'd say as we hefted the
behemoth on the way to the train stations and bus stops
late at night - it’s a personal defense system. The
audience for the Web site began to take off, too, as we
doubled the number of original online stories and
doubled our traffic.
It seemed that every
one wanted to work for
us. We hired editors
and reporters from
Newsweek, the
Washington Post and
the Wall Street journal.
Several staffers had
standing offers from
big. established
magazines. Time maga
zine, among others, did a story on the Industry
Standard, the fastest-growing magazine in the history of
magazines. Partly because of our rapid growth, and
partly because of the cost and shortage of office space
in San Francisco, we couldn't find a single office big
enough for the whole company — so we had eight
offices in the neighborhood. Our New York office
expanded and the editorial operation moved to a cool
location in Soho; the Los Angeles office was smaller,
but we found great digs in Westwood; and our
Washington D.C. office was in the National Press
Building.
The journalism was good. Readers routinely told us
that they appreciated the hype-free approach to what
was happening in the Internet economy. Our reporters
broke stories about federal investigations, scamsters
who took money from investors, overcrowded sectors
and business ideas that stood no chance of being
profitable once the insane lust of the tech market
abated. Another news editor in New York and I plotted
each morning how to flatter, cajole or intimidate the
staff —built to do weekly magazine pieces — into
writing daily for the Web. We started putting together
news packages that drew readers, and began agitating
internally for more photos, graphics and interactivity on
the site.
Staffers at the Standard didn’t take themselves too
seriously. Some of the founding members started an
underground site to poke good-natured fun at company
policies and people they found absurd — and the CEO
defended it when other higher-ups wanted to shut
it down. Just like the geeks sleeping under their
desks in the office parks at high-tech startups, or the
Jolt Cola-fueled entrepreneurs for whom work was play,
we were living the same phenomenon that we reported
on.
Unlike some “content plays” on the Internet, where

advertising and commerce and stories are all mixed
together, the Standard was a journalistic organization.
CEO/founder John Battelle, a former journalist, said at
every opportunity that he ran an editorially based entity.
His commitment to editorial showed, both in terms of
money and in terms of valuing editorial integrity over
business options that could have compromised it.
So what did that
commitment mean
online? In some ways,
it was easy. The online
journalists applied the
same traditional jour
nalistic standards to
story coverage, writing
and selection that print
journalists used. We
judged competitors by
the same standards and
noted who broke scoops and who wrote well, and who
found the best sources.
But differences in the organizational structure of the
medium affected how the Web site and newsletters
operated.
The magazine’s editor-in-chief, Jonathan Weber, acts
like a typical magazine or newspaper editor — he's in
charge of everything editorial: from the cover image to
the masthead to the stories to the style of the photo
captions. Weber reported directly to CEO Battelle.
The online group, in contrast, operated for more than
three years without a single leader. On a daily basis, a
committee essentially argued out every major decision,
and I. as the top editorial person online, was but one
voice in that group. I didn't and don't control the design
of the site, or how the site actually worked. Designers
and producers report not to an editor, but to a business
manager who has profit-and-loss responsibilities, and
who is always trying to strike a balance between
editorial needs and commercial demands. The online
editorial operation does have a separate staff of writers,
assigning editors and copy editors and we work closely
with the magazine editorial staff.
How did this structure affect the site? Databases
didn’t work together. We had a pair of business
directories — one being built by editorial staffers and
one that sold listings to advertisers. A small, non
editorial team created or collaborated with other
companies on research reports about various business
sectors, which it then tried to sell via our site. We had
an editorial department that also did research, which we
used in and with stories. Advertising sales people,
without going through editorial scrutiny, could persuade
a producer to put up a notice that stories were
“ sponsored” by certain advertisers — and those
advertisers were often the subject of news stories. The
people responsible for making sure the magazine stories

the Standard
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The In d u s tr y Standard
appeared online reliably each Monday morning were not
editorial people, and were often slow to fix problems
when they occurred.
In an attempt to build an editorial team that could
respond quickly to breaking news, and to make a name
for ourselves amongst the crowded and highly
competitive business and tech news sites, I had to hire
30 people as soon as possible in a job market that was
overheated in the extreme. When one unexpected
candidate whom I knew from a previous job walked into
my office, I was so happy that 1 leaped from my chair
and hugged her.
Slowly, the site improved. The content from the
magazine began to appear more reliably each Monday
morning. The newsletters were better-edited and
growing fat with subscribers and advertisers. Original
online content began to be rewritten into magazine
stories, a sign that we were assigning and covering the
right stories on a daily basis.
Just then, the stock market tanked.
Bad news is good news for journalism, of course, so
we dove into coverage of the long-predicted bursting of
the stock bubble. We continued to cover the shakeout
and forecast tough times ahead for everyone else. Our

By fall, the tech stock crash of March began to affect
the media. The wild growth in advertising stopped then
slowly reversed across all American magazines and Web
sites. The magazine began shrinking. The failing dot
coms, whose advertising had bloated us in January,
disappeared. Even the solid companies who had
previously advertised with us were cutting back their
advertising. Competitors began to downsize their staffs.
Yet, the journalism we were doing online was getting
better. No longer was there any question of trying to
hold a breaking news story for the weekly magazine —
it went online first. Editors, producers, reporters and
designers were putting together packages of stories and
illustrations for a daily deadline, and readers were
responding. Our traffic surged. A long-planned revision
of the popular layoff and flop trackers launched, and the
first version of a new financial site debuted. We bought
some better newswires and the online division, in
unprecedented unanimity, agreed to freeze the site’s
code (essentially, to make no requests for significant
changes to the site for four to five months), so that
engineers and designers could work uninterrupted on a
redesign and rebuild of the site.
The Christmas party in December 2000 was still more

A blizzard of business cards from the laid-off showered out the high-rise
windows where some of our offices are.
online, database-driven Layoff Tracker and Flop Tracker
listed all the failures we could find, and those two Web
pages were the most popular pages on our site for
months. “Sugar Coating is for Cereal,” one of our
billboards said, touting our no-hype attitude, but the
future looked pretty sweet for the Industry Standard
and its parent company, Standard Media International.
A sister magazine in London was planned to cover the
European business-technology explosion.
But the circus was coming to an end. In what turned
out to be one of the last no-holds-barred parties of the
dot-com era, The Standard threw its two-year
anniversary party in April 2000, in the recently
renovated San Francisco City Hall. The press covered it
like a society event. The company invited 1,600; over
2,500 R.S.V.P.’d and the afternoon before the party City
Hall workers complained they were getting phone calls
pleading for admittance.
The summer of 2000 became a reality check as the
online division of The Standard consolidated and
reorganized under a single, high-ranking manager. As
the dot-com companies began to fail, the Industry
Standard suddenly grew up, and managers got a crash
course in budgeting.
MJ R
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posh than any newspaper party I'd ever attended, but it
didn’t hold a candle to the previous year’s bash at the
aquarium. The company rented out a warehouse in the
hip South of Market area, set up multiple bars and food
stands (including a sushi bar and an ice-cream bar), and
hired a Brazilian band. The spotlights, like the kind
used car lots use, splayed our logo into the night sky.
But it was clear that the changes in the economy
would take a toll on us too. The biggest issue of the
Industry Standard had ever published was 360 pages at
the top of the boom. The magazine’s issues in 2001
have been about a quarter that size. Trade magazines
reported that our print advertising — the underpinning
of the company — was down 64 percent.
In early 2001, almost exactly a year after our first
round of venture capital funding, we laid off 37 out of a
staff of about 400. A blizzard of business cards from the
laid-off showered out the high-rise windows where some
of our offices are. Only one editorial employee lost his
job. Editorial, the CEO declared, was our core, and we
would not cut into that core lightly.
Yet, in less than three weeks, 69 more people were let
go, and this time the layoffs included reporters and
editors from both print and online.
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Both times, the press covered the turn of events, just
as they’d covered the boom a year earlier. But unlike
last year, when we greeted each story about our
booming company with self-indulgent and phony bore
dom, the stories this year were scrutinized with anxiety.
It was the agony to pair with the previous year’s
ecstasy.
The staff is significantly smaller now, and is working
harder. The weekly rooftop parties have been cut back,
and we’ve consolidated our offices to three locations in
San Francisco. We are finally getting reliable statistics
about our online audience and the numbers reaffirm our
gut instincts — people come to our site for the articles.
Those numbers convinced the online business managers
to make the site less of a portal for conferences, sales of
research reports and e-commerce opportunities, and
more of a news site. The redesign, launched in early
April, emphasizes news.
But nothing’s settled until the advertising market
rebounds and we see which companies survive. Founder
and CEO Battelle just stepped aside to allow a more
experienced businessperson to become CEO . The

European version of the magazine was closed on April
9. And it’s hard to believe that we’ll be able to challenge
decades-old media companies when the staff is nervous
about their futures.
In many ways, this suddenly stormy economy feels
more real and certainly more familiar to journalists used
to the ups and downs of newsroom budgets. The
economy pays little attention to the quality of
journalism that any of us do; the quality comes from the
values of the craft and our pride in upholding or
furthering those
values. And it’s near impossible to do the good work
without a successful business behind the scenes.
But the only advice useful to journalists (or at least
to this journalist and to those I know), in troubled
times is to do good journalism. The work itself is the
reason we are not investment bankers or lawyers or
government employees. No matter if a particular
company or a particular medium survives, good
journalism always will. And this has been the most
amazing and varied year of my career.
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In M e m o r i a m

Photos, a Flood and
the Hungry Horse News
Mel Ruder's Montana Legacy

By Brian Kennedy
P h o t o s c o u r t e s y of P a t s i M o r t o n

B y M el Ruder

B y R a y O zm on

A group of hikers in Glacier National Park.

A

s the name and fame of
Montana’s Hungry Horse News
swept across the nation after Mel
Ruder won the Pulitzer Prize, he
told his readers, “There’s dignity in
hard work, including pushing a
broom, but only if you get the floor
clean.”
Those few words say much about
why he was so successful during his
32 years as editor of the Columbia
Falls weekly. Mel’s dedication to
covering his community shaped a
newspaper career that may never be
matched in the
state. His story is

an inspiration to journalists,
especially, but also to anyone willing
to risk it all on something they
believe.
Mel died Nov. 19, 2000, at the
Montana Veterans Home in
Columbia Falls. He was 85.
I met Mel Ruder at the end of his
remarkable career. He was 63 and
stepping down. I was 23 and on my
way up. The Hungry Horse News
brought us together in a hurry.
Clearly, he was worried about
turning over his beloved paper to
someone so young. He chewed
through an entire roll of Rolaids

while we toured his town one fall
day in 1978. Letting go was hard for
him.
Starting out wasn’t easy for Mel,
either. His family’s business and
home in North Dakota were lost in
a fire when he was a toddler.
Growing up during the Depression,
he learned the value of a dollar and
how to work hard. Those lean years
influenced his attitude toward
money all his life. And when Mel
was in college, his father — a store
owner — died in a car accident.
Mel’s resiliency and thrift aided
him in 1936 when he was a college

Brian Kennedy worked at his parents ’ weekly paper, the Greybull (Wyo.) Standard as a hoy. After earning a
bachelor’s in journalism from the University o f Wyoming, he was hired in 1978 as editor o f the Hungry
Horse News, which Sage Publishing Co. had purchased from Mel Ruder. Brian became a partner and with
his wife, Carol, purchased the remaining interest in the paper in 1987. During their 20 years as editorpublishers, the paper won state and national awards for excellence. The paper continued to have the
largest paid circulation o f any Montana weekly until 1999 when the Kennedys sold the paper to Lee
Enterprises.
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were used as a partition between
the equipment and the rest of the
shop, but they didn’t help much.
“We worked with a finger in one ear
because the noise was just terrible,”
he told me.
He started his newspaper at the
beginning of a local industrial boom
inspired by the construction of the
Hungry Horse Dam, the first large
Bureau of Reclamation project in
the United States after the war. A
new aluminum plant and lumber
mill expansion followed in the
Columbia Falls area. Libby Dam
construction came later.
Love of photography and nature
fueled Mel’s desire to be a country
editor in the West. His liberal use of
pictures in those first issues of the
Hungry Horse News made an
impact in Columbia Falls and in the
rest of Montana; because of the lack
of expertise and money, weekly
newspapers didn’t use many
photographs in 1946. Mel called it
Montana’s photo newspaper and he
filled it every week with large
photos of people, wildlife and pretty
scenery. The National Newspaper
Association recognized his photo
use in 1951 with a first place prize,
making the Hungry Horse News the
first Montana weekly or daily to
ever win first place from the NNA.
Mel had learned his photo skills
from Jack Haynes, Yellowstone’s
official photographer. Marion Lacy
in Whitefish was a big help through
the years in producing excellent
B y M el Ruder
prints from Mel's negatives. A
Blackfeet children at Browning's North American Indian Days in 1963.
master craftsman with a camera and
in the darkroom, Lacy and his
successor Ralph Burtsfield did most
student and was hired for the
second-hand equipment and office
of the photo enlargements for the
summer in Yellowstone National
furniture, he published the first
paper when Mel was editor. Mel
Park’s publicity department. Mel
issue of the Hungry Horse News on
often
told me that he owed a good
had no car, so he hitchhiked from
Aug. 8, 1946. The eight-page paper
share
of his success to Lacy’s
the University of North Dakota at
had seven pictures, 38 local ads and
quality work. “ He made me look
Grand Forks to Yellowstone. An
a front page with 19 stories,
good,” Mel said.
Eagle Scout, he wore his Boy Scout
including a lead story about the
Haynes taught him to use a 4x5
uniform, which enhanced speedy
upcoming construction of Hungry
Speed Graphic camera and Mel
and inexpensive travel. He made the Horse Dam.
stayed with larger format equipment
800-mile trip in a day and a half.
During those early years after
in later years when photojournalists
Humble times continued when he installing a Linotype and his first
started his own newspaper in
moved to 35mm cameras. He liked
press, conditions at his office were
Columbia Falls. After scrounging
“ primitive as hell,” he said. Blankets larger negatives because they made
14
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Over three days in June 1964, 16
better prints. The big negatives and
inches of rain combined with record
Lacy’s printing skills were keys to
snow depths in the mountains
Mel’s photo reproduction. But his
caused area rivers to rise to levels
human interest and scenic
not seen in 100 years. Thirty-one
compositions were all Mel Ruder.
people died and $30 million worth
For all the pretty scenic views he
of
damage was caused by the flood.
took during his years as editor, I
Mel's
coverage of the 1964 flood in
think his best pictures were those he
northwest
Montana is welltook of people and events. They
documented: three editions of his
captured images of life in
paper that warned and informed
northwestern Montana and
preserved them forever in the
Hungry Horse News. They still are
the favorites of local residents.
I regularly reprinted some of his
earlier work in my paper and the
positive response from readers to
the old human interest pictures
surprised Mel.
“ I never thought I'd be
remembered more for those,” he
said to me.
To get these photos and their
accompanying stories into print, he
relied on his fine staff each week.
Mel married his wife, Ruth, in 1950,
and she became the paper’s business
manager; their daughter Patsi
helped out in her later years as well.
His backshop workers were the last
step in making sure every issue of
Mel’s paper looked right. Saying he
B y M el R uder
was “blessed by good printers,” Mel
In June 1949, this logging-truck driver and
was proud that he never set a line of his family lived in a tent while forest land
type nor operated a press in all the
was cleared to make way for the Hungry
Horse Reservoir.
years he owned the paper.
Even without the burden of
residents; bulletins to radio stations,
backshop duty, Mel worked terrible
wire services and daily newspapers
hours. He didn’t take a vacation
describing the flood conditions
during his first eight years and 14firsthand; and press runs that tripled
to-16-hour days were the rule. The
Hungry Horse News was his life and his circulation that week.
His work earned him the Pulitzer
he filled it with 80-hour work
Prize
in 1965, making the Hungry
weeks.
Horse
News the first Montana
Mel was a perfectionist with his
newspaper
ever to win the award
pictures and his proofreading. He
and
Mel
only
the second Montanan.
agonized over every detail. Fiercely
Author
A.B.
Guthrie
won in 1950
competitive, he set high standards
for his novel “The Way West.”
for himself and he worked hard to
Mel didn’t trumpet his award in
protect his turf from other media.
the paper. A month after the
All this on top of putting up with
announcement, the only reference to
the aggravation and pressures of
the Pulitzer was two small lines in
owning a business made for
the newspaper’s Page 2 masthead
constant work and worry.
“You suffer plenty in this job,” he and they disappeared eight years
later.
told me after he retired.
MJ R
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“This is a chance God gives you
to do a job,” Mel wrote about his
flood work. “There was an
emergency here. This was a chance
for a newspaperman to be on the
ball.”
And he told an interviewer years
later: “I got the thing by the grace of
God and the person who nominated
me. But I don’t use it and God help
us if I have to rest on that.”
Mel told me he felt a tinge of
guilt about the Pulitzer because he
didn’t want to “profit from the
misfortune of others.” That’s one
reason he didn’t brag about the
award on his front page week after
week. He gave the $1,000 prize to
the local library.
Hungry Horse News readers
didn’t need a Pulitzer Prize to tell
them what a unique newspaper Mel
published. They knew it long before
the 1964 flood because Mel tackled
newspapering with nearly the same
energy every week.
He said it best when he wrote,
“ Fortunately, inflated ego gets
punctured right away. We’ve found
that perspiration much more than
inspiration produces each issue.”
Before publishing the 50th
anniversary edition of the Hungry
Horse News in 1996, I read every
issue of Mel’s — nearly 1,700 in all
— from 1946 to 1978. That history
lesson was a study of Mel Ruder as
well. Although we were close
friends, I learned more about him
during those long reading sessions.
His writing wasn’t exceptional,
but his reporting was excellent. He
was skilled at digging out news and
stuffing every last scrap into each
issue, sometimes removing ads to
make room. Names and faces
flooded Mel’s newspaper every
week. He told readers once that the
previous paper contained more than
900 names. He had counted them
all.
Mel never forgot his humble
beginnings. He liked politics and
being in the middle of things. He
had many friends in high places —
he was a bank director, school board
15
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From left, John Tatsey,
tribal police chief and
popular Hungry Horse
News columnist, Ruder
and Henry Little Dog at
the July 16, 1965
ceremony where Ruder
became an honorary
member of the Blackt'eet
tribe and was given the
name Spotted Calf—
"Ki-Che-Pu-Ne-Sta."

Hungry Horse Nezvs Photo
chairman, confidant of Glacier
National Park superintendents —
but he never forgot the working
men and women who labored to
support their families. Readers liked
the local flavor of the Hungry Horse
News. Its stories and photos
included all the Flathead ValleyGlacier Park community, regardless
of social status. People appreciated
that, and it’s one reason why the
newspaper was so widely read. Mel
understood small-town life and its
intricate social structure. He had a
marvelous memory for details about
people. Up until his health began
failing several years ago, he could
look at a picture taken 30 years
earlier and give a short biography of
every person in it.
That isn’t to say Mel was easy to
like. He often pushed others too
hard and could be downright rude.
He was impatient and blunt with
people. One reader punched him in
the nose over a story dispute and
because of Mel’s pushy way. Neither
man ever forgot the encounter.
Press day wasn’t the end of Mel's
16
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work week. He was obsessed with
paid circulation and tracked every
week’s sales. Weekly publishers
have always peddled newspapers to
newsstands themselves, but Mel
kept detailed records of his sales
that helped him learn which front
page pictures and headlines
attracted readers.
To increase circulation Mel also
met out-of-area visitors in Glacier
National Park and took their
pictures amid spectacular scenery.
Later, he sent them a copy of the
newspaper featuring their photo.
Usually they subscribed, and Mel
added another (paying) fan of the
Hungry Horse News to the list.
The newspaper had the largest
paid circulation of any Montana
weekly — more than 8,500 at its
height — no small task in a town
that struggled to reach a population
of 3,000. Subscribers in all 50 states
enjoyed the country weekly with the
wonderful pictures.
He continued to write his
‘‘Bystander” column after he retired,
but it became a chore. Many times

he wanted to quit, complaining that
it took him days to write what he
used to finish in hours. Each time
he brought in his “last” column I
changed his mind, and he agreed to
continue writing. He always
brightened up after hearing
reassuring words and was in better
spirits when he left the office. He
stopped writing for good in
September 1993 and bid farewell in
his final column with this last line:
“ It’s been a wonderful life.”
Mel and I came a long way since
that day in 1978 when he clutched
his Rolaids and let go of his
newspaper. We enjoyed a close
friendship built on mutual
admiration. He heaped on the praise
and moral support, happy his
Hungry Horse News was continuing
on so well. As the only two editors
of what was and continues to be a
successful, widely respected
newspaper, we shared the unique
experience of pushing that same
broom. And the floor stayed clean.
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Swedish M e d ia & Privacy

Of Ethics and Ombudsmen:
Sweden

srules o f the game work to keep

press free

By Fredrik Lindahl

O

n the evening of Feb. 28. 1986, Swedish Prime
Minister Olof Palme and his wife Lisbeth were
walking home through downtown Stockholm. The
couple had just been to Milos Forman’s “Amadeus” and
Palme had, as usual, declined an armed escort. This
night he shouldn’t have.
At 11:21 a man approached the couple from behind
and put one lethal bullet in Palme’s back; another shot
scraped Lisbeth. Despite a dozen witnesses, the
assailant got away by running from
the scene.
The media went wild and fed the
public one murder theory after
another, everything from Kurdish
militants to right-wing Swedish
police officers. However, when a
suspect was arrested and put to trial
two years later, the Swedish media
chose to keep his identity a secret. To
the public Christer Pettersson became
known as “the 41-year-old” and later,
due to a birthday, as “the 42-yearold.” But only in the Swedish media.
Pettersson’s name and picture were
soon available to any Swede
interested enough to buy a
foreign newspaper.
It was not until “the 42-year-old” was
convicted of murder on July 27, 1989 that
Pettersson’s name and picture finally
appeared on the cover of Swedish papers. It was an
extreme case of protection of privacy, made even more
absurd six months later when Christer Pettersson, now
infamous, was cleared of all charges because the appeals
court did not trust Lisbeth’s identification of Pettersson
as the shooter.
A similar case here in America would have meant an
orgy of media coverage down to the
name of the suspect’s first-base coach
in Little League, just try to imagine
Lee Harvey Oswald being known only
as “the 24-year-old.” If nothing else it

would have caused Oliver Stone some practical
problems in making “JF K .”
The Swedish press’ strong regard for the right to
privacy is based on an 80-year-old tradition of self
regulation, put to print as a national code of ethics
called The Rules of the Game for Press, Radio and TV.
The code is constantly being evaluated and revised, and
in 1999 the twelfth edition was published. Its preamble
gives a good idea of the concerns manifested in the
code:
“ It is important that the individual is
protected from unwarranted suffering as a result
of publicity.”
Regarding name publishing, the following
advice is presented: “Give careful
thought to the harmful consequences
that might follow for persons if their
names are published. Refrain from
publishing names unless it is obviously
in the public interest.”
The foundation of the code of ethics,
however, is still the moral obligation to
publish: “The press, radio and television
shall have the greatest possible freedom,
within the framework of the Freedom of
the Press Act and the constitutional
right to freedom of speech, in order to
serve as disseminators of news and as
scrutinizers of public affairs.”
This gives rise to the need for ethical
decision making. What should the media do when the
norm to publish collides with values of a similar or
higher importance?
To answer this question, American journalists hold
high “the public’s right to know” and British newsmen
simply “ publish and be damned.” Trying to get away
from such dogmas, the Swedish press has created a
code of ethics for professional guidance and an
independent review board to uphold its standards.
Consisting not of judicial law but of a set of ethics,
Swedish interpretation of the code fluctuates with the
changing perception of what marks “good journalistic

Fredrik L indahl was an exchange student from Sweden at the University o f Montana during the 2001 spring
semester. Earlier the same year he got his bachelor o f arts degree in journalism from the University College
o f South Stockholm. He is a sports writer fo r the Swedish newspaper Lanstidningen i Sodertalje.
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standards. The Pettersson trial signified the peak of the
press’ regard for privacy because, today, most Swedish
papers would probably choose to identify the suspect
during the trial.
The code of ethics has been in existence since the
1920s and every daily newspaper in Sweden voluntarily
abides by this promoter of
accuracy, privacy and right of
reply. Along with a desire to
strengthen the press’
reputation with the public,
motivation for the self
regulation is found in the
relatively weak legal protection
of the individual and the
strong freedom of the press
under Swedish law. To
discourage legislative action
that might infringe on the
press’ right to basically publish
anything that can be
published, the Swedish press follows the
code.
Libel cases in Sweden are rare
because aggrieved parties prefer to
challenge the press by making a
complaint to the Press Ombudsman.
Unlike history’s first ombudsman,
appointed to handle Swedish citizens’ complaints about
the Swedish government in 1809, the Press
Ombudsman has no connections to the otherwise
omnipresent Swedish government. This media-funded
office is designed to quickly find mutually satisfactory
solutions and usually does. If not, and the Press
Ombudsman concludes that the paper has deviated
from “good journalistic practice,” he forwards
the case to the Press Council. This office, consisting of
representatives from the press, a professional judge and
with a majority of its members from the public, releases
an “opinion statement” in which the paper is either
cleared or “convicted.” If found liable, the paper must
prominently publish the council’s decision and pay a fee
ranging between $800 to $2,200. These judgments help
finance the council.
In 1988, the national afternoon paper Expressen ran
a front-page story vaguely implying that Austrian-born
author Harry Schein was a pedophile. Schein
immediately contacted the Press Ombudsman and five
days later the paper devoted half its cover to the
headline: “Expressen apologizes to Schein.”
The Schein case shows the two main advantages to
the Swedish system: speed and low cost. Schein didn’t
have to pay an expensive lawyer fee. In fact he received
$5,000 in his settlement with Expressen initiated by the
Press Ombudsman. The promptness, however, was
18
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probably far more important to Schein. His reputation
was somewhat restored thanks to this quick and visual
apology.
But protection of the individual can backfire,
according to Per Hultengard, press ethics expert at the
Swedish Newspaper Publishers’ Association.
“Anonymity makes it easier for a journalist to be
bolder and write things he or she wouldn’t
if a name had been published,” he said.
Anonymity can also be a fertile ground
for rumors. Claes Elfsberg, Sweden’s bestknown news anchor, found this out the
hard way in 1999.
The tabloids, hiding behind the use
of “the TV man,” published a lot of
unsubstantiated and incriminating
rumors regarding his sex life. The word
was soon out on the street that Claes
Elfsberg was the infamous “TV man.”
This fueled the never-ceasing debate
within the media on whether it would
cause less injury to people like Claes
Elfsberg if name publishing became
more common place, thus ensuring
less sensational and more accurate
stories. In the end, Elfsberg never
contacted the Press Ombudsman and
the rumors faded.
The issue of change to the present
system has also been raised by the European Union,
former Press Ombudsman Par-Arne Jigenius wrote last
year in the Press Ombudsman’s annual report. “The
European Union has shown a growing interest in the
self-regulatory function of mass media, partly because
an insight that the countries’ national laws aren't
sufficient enough to handle Internet as a mass medium
without borders.”
In an effort to hold off EU regulations, the British
equivalent of the Swedish Press Ombudsman has
initiated an unofficial alliance of independent, self
regulatory offices. The purpose, according to Par-Arne
Jigenius, is “to coordinate actions to defend the
independent self-regulatory activities.” Members of the
Alliance of Independent Press Councils of Europe
include Great Britain, Germany, Sweden, Norway and
Finland.
There are positive effects that indicate self
regulation by the Swedish press is worth conserving.
Newspapers in Sweden score high marks in credibility
research. The schools of journalism are a top choice for
many college students. And most importantly, Swedish
newspapers are being read. According to 1999 figures
from the World Association of Newspapers, the
number of newspaper copies sold or subscribed to in
the United States per 1,000 people is 202. In Sweden,
the number is 450.
VH
MJ R
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Headline Goes Here
What

TheSpokesman-Review learned from a joke hed
From staff reports

BRIEFLY
j Blaze damages
Deer Park pizzeria
Just one word in this
Nov. 8, 2000 brief cost
copy editor Robin Moody
her job at The SpokesmanReview in Spokane, Wash.

By Eva Dunn-Froebig
hile many newspapers on
election night —
especially in the Eastern
Time zone — debated the Bush
wins, Gore wins headline dilemma,
The Spokesman-Review made a
different kind of mistake.
The Spokane, Wash, newspaper
had the election news dead on, with
the front-page headline “ It’s
Florida’s call.” It was a bunk
headline on page B2 that caused
trouble.
The headline read, “Nazi priest
promotes his book.” The
accompanying story was an 18-line
announcement saying the Rev.
Robert Spitzer, president of
Gonzaga University, would speak at
a local bookstore to promote his
new book. Spitzer
is not a Nazi, and
the book has
nothing to do with
Nazism.
The incident

W

A fire damaged Deer Park’s only
pizza parlor late Monday night.
_ . The Pizza Factory. 609 South Fir
. Ave., was a frequent meeting place
, for Deer Park's Chamber of
Commerce and Rotary, said Deer
Park Mayor Mike Wolfe.
Fire crews responded to reports of
smoke and flames coming from the
structure. The fire started near an
electrical panel and spread into the
attic, said Ed Lewis, chief o f Fire
District 4.
Fire crews left the area about 4

a.m. Tuesday. Lewis said.
“ There was extensive damage to
the roof line and attack area," Lewis
said. “ We believe the cause o f the fire
was electrical in nature.”
Sandy O ’Hagan, co-owner with
husband Joe, said they plan to reopen
the restaurant as soon as possible.

Nazi priest
promotes his book
The Rev. Robert Spitzer, president
of Gonzaga University, will speak at
Kaufer’s Book Store at 7 p.m. today.
Spitzer also will sign copies of his
new book, “ Healing the Culture: A
Commonsensc Philosophy of
Happiness, Freedom and the Life
Issues." It is his first signing event for
the new book.
Spitzer, a Jesuit priest, has titled
his talk, The Spirit of Leadership:
Optimizing Creativity and Change in
Organizations.
’Hie event is part of the Kaufer’s
After Hours program and is free and

ultimately led to the resignation of
the intern who wrote the headline,
and The Spokesman-Review
changed its copy editing policies.
The headline also served as a
reminder to copy editors nationwide
that joke headlines can appear in
print.
Robin Moody, a 24-year-old
intern on the copy desk, wrote the
headline as filler and said she meant
to go back and change it.
“ It was election night,” she said.
“ I was despondent. President Bush
was winning and I ran across the
brief about Spitzer. It was not a
totally conscious thing. It came out
of my fingers and onto the
keyboard.”
Although at least two other copy
editors looked at the page with the
bunk headline, no one caught her
mistake, according to copy chief
Gary Crooks.
Crooks said the deadline for
non-election news was much earlier

open to the public. The store is at 907
W. Boone Ave. For more
information, call 326-7070.

80-year-old homeless
after house fire
A fire gutted the home of an
80-year-old woman Monday
afternoon, said Nick Scharff,
Spokane Fire District 10 deputy chief.
A neighbor driving by the home,
located at 1210 S. Grove Road, saw
(lames coming from the roof at about
12:30 p.m. The neighbor went to the
home and warned the woman -=-who 4,
was doing laundry at the time — that
the structure was on fire.
The entire attic was engulfed when
fire crews arrived on scene. Scharff
said the two-story home was a
"complete loss,” but the woman, who
lives by herself, is insured.
Fire crews remained on scene
through Tuesday morning guarding
against new flare-ups. The cause of
the fire is under investigation.

than usual. The newspaper’s Idaho
edition had a deadline of 8:30 p.m.,
while it normally has to be done by
11 p.m. And copy editing for the
Eastern Washington edition had a
deadline of 9 p.m., three hours
earlier than usual.
“ It was a hectic time, a great time
to make a mistake,” Crooks
admitted.
According to Crooks, the
designer sent the brief story to
Moody, who “had a brain lock on
the headline,” Crooks said. Moody
wrote the “ Nazi” headline and sent
it back to the designer. Then
someone made a proof of the page,
and later another copy editor looked
at the page but didn’t catch the
mistake.
Chris Peck, the SpokesmanReview’s editor, said most copy
editors were probably just looking
for spelling errors later in the night.
“ I would bet someone checked
the headline for spelling,” he said.

Eva Dunn-Froebig is a graduate student at the University o f Montana School o f Journalism. She will be a
Dow Jones Newspaper Fund copy editing intern at the Middletown Times Herald-Record in Middletown,
N. Y. this summer.
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“No one ever stopped to make the
check between the content of the
story to what the headline said.'’
The words “Nazi” and “priest”
are not normally seen in proximity,
Peck said, but in the Spokane area,
where the Aryan Nations is
prevalent and often in the news, it
could be possible to see a headline
about a Nazi priest. He said that
might be one reason why the
headline wasn’t questioned by other
copy editors on a hectic election
night.
Peck remembered being
awakened from a deep sleep the
morning after Election Day. Paul
Turner, an editorial writer who
starts work early, called him and
said, “ I think we’ve got a problem.”
By the end of the day, the
newspaper had received hundreds of
e-mails and telephone calls. Peck
said he thinks 50 percent of the
Spokesman-Review’s readers
probably thought the newspaper
meant what the bunk headline said.
He’s sure the headline prompted
some customers to cancel their
subscriptions. But, he said, the real
damage is the negative image it
created of the newspaper.
“It’s not one of those errors
where you can just say ‘sorry,’ ” he
said. “ People think we’re condoning
an environment of a young copy
editor joking that a priest is a Nazi.
That was the residual damage.”
In contrast, Peck said he doesn’t
think Spitzer’s reputation will be
damaged. The Jesuit priest is well
respected in Spokane and forgave
Moody and the rest of the
newspaper the day the bunk
headline went to print.
Peck publicly apologized to
Spitzer twice, appeared on
television with him, and spoke to
him twice the day the headline ran.
“What’s disturbing to us and to
herself (Moody) is why she ever put
the phrase together,” Peck said.
Moody, now a reporter for the
Central Kitsap Reporter, a biweekly
newspaper in Silverdale, Wash., was
asked to resign after the headline

20
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss30/1

would not allow it at the Roman
Catholic university.
The Planned Parenthood incident
made Moody develop a “distaste for
Spitzer’s politics,” she said, but she
didn’t have a vendetta against him
and she said she regrets writing the
headline.
“ Some people thought I did it on
purpose, like it was some stunt to
bring attention to the plight of
feminism,” Moody said. “That’s just
straight up wrong.”
Peck said the newspaper let
Moody down. “A lot of people could
have jumped in the pool and saved
Some people thought I
did it on purpose, like it Robin,” he said.
Crooks agreed.
was some stunt to bring
“I feel I’m responsible,” he said.
attention to the plight of “ I was supervising that night and
I'm certainly partly to blame. Had
feminism. That’s just
we caught it, Robin would have
straight up wrong.
been in some measure of trouble."
But, Crooks said, she wouldn’t
— Robin Moody, former
have
lost her job. And even though
Spokesman-Review copy editor
the headline went to print, he said
he doesn’t think she should have
know anything about this headline?’ been fired.
Peck added that Moody was “on
I said. ‘Oh, dear Lord.’ I was
track to (being) a good copy editor.''
terrified.”
“We would hire a person like
Sines asked Moody to meet her
Robin
again,” he said. “ But a
in the downstairs level of the
stronger
and better orientation
Spokesman-Review’s building that
period
is
needed for future interns."
afternoon. Moody said she knew
Moody agreed and said that
that meant she was going to be
although The Spokesman-Review
fired, because they didn't usually
has high editorial standards, no one
use the bottom level of the building.
ever talked to her about joke
So she went to the gym and worked
headlines when she was hired.
out for two hours to mentally
“They tell you in college about
prepare for what would happen.
bunk heds,” she said. "But I still
Moody’s instincts proved to be
wrote them to be funny. It wouldn't
right. At the meeting, Sines and
have hurt for them to mention it to
Peck told her they could no longer
work with her. Moody said she cried new hires.”
But Moody said she wasn’t the
and didn’t leave her apartment for
only
one at The Spokesman-Review
three days afterward.
who wrote joke headlines. After she
After the incident, an article in
The Spokesman-Review implied that was fired, she said, she got about 85
phone calls — mostly from
Moody wrote the headline because
Spokesman-Review employees — in
she had a grudge against Spitzer.
which the callers shared stories
Moody, a Gonzaga University
about their own headline mistakes.
graduate, had been president of the
Some Spokesman-Review copy
women’s studies club and had once
editors have written joke headlines,
tried to bring a speaker from
Crooks admitted, but usually
Planned Parenthood Federation of
none that are offensive. After the
America, Inc. to campus. Spitzer

went to print.
Moody said if she hadn't been an
intern she doesn’t think she would
have been fired. In fact, she believed
the paper was going to give her a
raise and hire her on fulltime after
her one-year internship was over.
The morning after she wrote the
headline, Scott Sines, one of the
managing editors, telephoned
Moody.
“ I was startled out of bed."
Moody said. “ He said, Do you
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Moody incident, he said, he told the
copy desk: “No more joke
headlines.” Instead, copy editors are
supposed to write “headline goes
here” if they can’t think of one. That
way, if that headline goes to print, at
least it won’t offend anyone.
Peck said the incident has made
him think The Spokesman-Review
may need proof readers, a position
that has disappeared since
newspapers starting using computers.
The Spokesman-Review’s copy
desk is made up of slot
people and rim people.
The A slots, who work
on national and
international stories, also
design those pages. The
Newspaper
B slots pull stories from
appoints task
the regional wire and
force
on errors,
read the stories coming
asks copy
from the city desk.
editor
to resign
Moody was a rim — one
of those who edit stories
and write headlines.
When computers
made it possible to
design pages electronically rather
than cutting and pasting,
proofreaders were eliminated.
Crooks said this just gave copy
editors, specifically slot people,
more work to do because they now
proofread as well. He doesn't think
the proofreader position should be
restored, but the newspaper
always needs more copy editors,
he said.
That newspapers need copy
editors may be why Moody had no
trouble finding another job after her
headline debacle. Two weeks after
she was asked to resign, the Coeur
d'Alene Press offered her a copy
editing job. Moody said she thinks
one reason she was offered the job
was because the Coeur d’Alene
Press competes with The
Spokesman-Review, and the
newspaper wanted to look like the
“good guys.”
Moody worked for the Coeur
d'Alene Press for three months
before deciding that copy editing
wasn’t for her. She then took a

reporting job at the Central Kitsap
Reporter.
“ It’s funny how things work out,”
Moody said. “ I might have never
sought a reporting job if I had
stayed comfortable at The
Spokesman-Review.”
Too few copy editors and lack of
time are just some of the reasons
mistakes occur more frequently than
the editors at The SpokesmanReview would like.
Even the American Society of

paper that tells who made mistakes
in earlier editions.
• Posting a “catch of the week”
in the newsroom to reward copy
editors who find mistakes before
publication.
• Creating an easily accessible
fact-checking database in the
newspaper’s computers that would
have the 50 most misspelled local
words and names as well as regional
history.
• Making assignment sheets more
accurate.
Copy editors also need
more time to edit stories,
said Crooks, especially
when editors often don’t
get stories until 7 or 8
By Kelly McBride
not personally hurt by the
p.m.
Staff writer
headline. But the usually en
thusiastic and passionate
Editors at The Spokesman“The sooner we get
priest
was
controlled
and
Review on Wednesday apolo
subdued during a brief inter
gized to the president of Gonthe
stories, the more
view
Wednesday.
zaga University, appointed a
The G U president was inter
task force on errors and asked
time
we can spend on
viewed
by
several
reporters
a copy editor to resign.
during breaks in his busy
The events occurred in the
them,”
he said.
speaking
schedule
on
Wednes
wake of a bad headline in
day. He said he doesn't think
Wednesday’s newspaper call
Sometimes
copy
the
error
will
damage
his
rela
ing the G U president a Nazi
tionship with the paper.
“ I was embarrassed and
editors
will
get
stories
horrified at the headline er
“ I have gotten along with
ror," editor Chris Peck told The Rev. Robert Spitzer. “ It's everybody there quite well,”
that
are
too
long
and
the Rev. Robert Spitzer in a forgiven and forgotten."
he said. “ It’s forgiven and
li-Jlcr he hamLdflm-a-zl im he
they have to scramble to
News Editors said lack of time is the reorganize them, he said. If
main reason why journalists make
reporters are told 25 inches, they
shouldn’t write 30 inches. “We can’t
mistakes. The organization has a
section on its Web site about
take an ad out to fit the story,” he
said.
accuracy that reads, “The public
sees too many factual errors and
Since the incident at The
spelling or grammar mistakes in
Spokesman-Review, newspapers
newspapers. Journalists concur with around the country have also started
their judgment. Both put the blame
setting up task force meetings to
make sure similar mistakes don’t
on deadline pressure.”
occur in their papers, Crooks said.
After Moody wrote the bunk
headline, The Spokesman-Review
But perhaps the only way to
reduce errors is to let copy editors
started conducting task force
learn from their own mistakes.
meetings and looking at sugges
tions from the American Society of Moody is much more careful about
Newspaper Editors and newspa
fact checking, mainly because she’s
afraid of being fired again, she said.
pers such as the Chicago Tribune
“You live and learn,” she said.
and The Orange County Register to
“ I’m more careful now. I worked
find out how the newspaper can
with a great group of people and I
prevent mistakes and improve
let the team down. It made
accountability.
everyone — not just me — look
“Treat everything you write as
bad.”
though it’ll be published,” said
Spokesman-Review city editor
Robert Wagner, who headed the task
force.
The paper is considering:
• Having a “blame line” in the

Headline prompts apology
to G U s Father Spitzer
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Following the Money Trail
TV stations must keep public records
pays fo r political ads,
but gathering those receipts is a tall order fo r Montana journalists
By

Anne

Sundberg

O

ne of the most expensive
television spots in Montana
during the 2000 election cycle was a
$3,000, 30-second packaged spot (it
ran in a variety of cities across
Montana) sold by Missoula’s NBC
affiliate, KECI, during the Oct. 21
University of Montana Grizzly
football game against Northern
Arizona. The Montana State
Democratic Central Committee
purchased seven of these spots. Five
were on behalf of U .S. Senate
candidate, Brian Schweitzer, and
two were on behalf of U .S. House
candidate, Nancy Keenan. The
Montana Republican State Central
Committee purchased three of these
spots in support of U .S. Senator
Conrad Burns.
Television advertising was used in
full force during Montana’s 2000
election cycle. Special interest
groups spent comparatively as much
on television ads on behalf of
statewide candidates as the
candidates themselves. For every
dollar Montana’s gubernatorial
candidate, Judy Martz, spent on
television ads in her 2000 race,
special interest groups contributed
nearly twice that on ads in her
behalf. Given this load of spending,
the public has a
right to know how
much was spent in
support of whom,

but for journalists in Montana,
retrieving concrete numbers can be
a difficult, if not impossible, task.
Finance reports are the most
centralized source for figuring out
the television spending habits of a
candidate or special interest group.
Not only are the reports reliable,
they are easily accessible. Federal
candidates and special interest
groups, which include political party
committees and political action
committees, are required to submit
campaign reports at predefined
dates to the Federal Election
Commission. They also submit their
reports to the state election office,
as do candidates for state office. All
federal reports are accessible online
through the FEC website. Hard
copies of both the federal and state
finance reports are available, at 10
cents per page, from the
commissioner of political practices
in Helena.
Although campaign finance
reports adequately specify the
agencies that buy the campaign
advertising, the descriptions of how
the money was spent are
inconsistent and vague.
For example, Dennis Rehberg,
U.S. House candidate, separated his
media spending by defining whether
the expenditure was for a TV or
radio ad buy. His opponent,
Democrat Nancy Keenan, detailed

all of her media-related expenditures
with the word “media.” Keenan, like
the majority of the Montana
candidates and special interest
groups who bought television ads in
the 2000 election, used such broad
descriptions that no one can
decipher whether an amount slotted
for “media” includes TV ads, radio
ads, media consulting fees,
production costs or a combination.
“ Not me, you or anyone else
could look to those reports and
know specifically what they are
spending it on,” said Mike
Dennison, capitol bureau chief for
the Great Falls Tribune.
Not knowing whether the media
figures were spent on television or
radio — much less the geographic
markets of the ads — raises
questions as to where the money is
going. This is especially true of the
special interest groups. The
Montana Republican State Central
Committee and the Montana State
Democratic Central Committee
described their media expenditures
in the finance reports as “ issue ads ’
and “media” respectively by the
media buyer agency, which is the
business that buys the ads for a
candidate. There is no hint as to
which candidate or specific issue
the ad was intended to benefit.
In addition, the nonprofit
organization, People for Montana —

Anne Sundberg is a graduate student at the University o f Montana School o f Journalism. She earned a
Dow Jones Newspaper Fund internship to work at Bloomberg Financial News Service in Princeton, N .J.,
as a copy editor this summer. Her interest in politics stems from working as a scheduler on one o f the 1998
Minnesota gubernatorial campaigns.
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The in form ation b e lo w is a sa m p lin g o f the co n ten ts fo u n d in p o litic a l files a t N B C a n d A B C affiliates in M issoula, G reat Falls
an d Billings, a n d tw o C B S affiliates, K R T V in G reat Falls, a n d K T V Q in Billings, fo r ad vertisem en ts targetin g the g e n e ra l
election on Nov. 7. The sa m p lin g lo o k e d a t the th ree m a jo r statew id e races a n d the b ig g e s t s p en d in g sp e c ia l in te re s t groups.
N um bers are ro u n d e d to the n e a re s t thousand. The n um bers do n o t in clud e ad s th at ran im m ed iately a fte r the p rim a ry
because w h eth er the ad s w ere in te n d e d fo r the p rim a ry o r fo r th e g e n e ra l e le c tio n w as unclear.

R e p u b lic a n a d bu yers

$$ spent

D e m o c ra t a d bu yers

$$ s p e n t

U.S. House Race
‘ Dennis Rehberg — Candidate
Media Buyer: Gibson Advertising and Design
Billings, Mont.
+Montana Republican State Central Committee
Media Buyer: Strategic Media Services, Inc.
Alexandria, Va.

$252,000

Nancy Keenan — Candidate
Media Buyer: Luc, Inc.
Marietta, Ga.

$379,000

♦Montana State Democratic Central Committee
Media Buyer: Morris & Carrick
New York, N.Y.

$281,000

$230,000

U.S. Senate Race
‘ Conrad Burns — Candidate
Media Buyer: Mentzer Media Services
Towson, Md.
+Montana Republican State Central Committee
Media Buyer: McAuliffe Message Media
Alexandria, Va.

$449,000

Brian Schweitzer — Candidate
Media Buyer: Media Strategies and Research
Lakewood, Colo.

$316,000

+Montana State Democratic Central Committee
Media Buyer: Greer, Margolis & Mitchell
Washington, D.C.

$444,000

$577,000

M ontana G overnor Race
‘ Judy Martz and Karl Ohs
Candidates
Media Buyer: Sandler & Innocenzi
Alexandria, Va.

$128,000

Montana Republican Party
Media Buyer: Mentzer Media Services
Towson, Md.

$133,000

Mark O’Keefe and Carol Williams
Candidates
Media Buyer: Trippi, McMahon & Squier
Evanston, III.
'

$469,000

In d ic a te s w in n e r o f e le c tio n .

+ K U L R in B illin g s m a d e a c o m p re h e n s iv e lis tin g o f a ll m e d ia b u y e rs a n d a m o u n ts
s p e n t p e r m o n th b y a d d in g th e a m o u n t th e tw o p a r tie s s p e n t a n d n o t d iffe re n tia tin g

People for Montana
Media Buyer: Stevens Reed Curcio & Co.
Alexandria, Va

which ran ads on behalf of
gubernatorial candidate Martz — is
not required to submit finance
reports to the Federal Election
Commission since it did not run ads
for a federal candidate. Prior to
June 2000, People for Montana and
similar groups were not legally
bound to disclose any contribution
or expenditure information. But due
to a law signed by President
Clinton, groups like People for
Montana are required to submit
spending and fund-raising reports to
the Internal Revenue Service.
Although the IRS requires
listings of all contributors and
disbursements, it does not require
the organization to supply
descriptions of how the money was
spent on. Therefore, only
MJ R
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b e tw e e n S e n a te a n d H o u s e a d s . T h e re fo re , th e to ta l n u m b e r w a s d iv id e d b e tw e e n
S e n a te a n d H o u s e a d s b a s e d o n s p e n d in g tre n d s a t th e o th e r s ta tio n s u s e d in th e
s a m p lin g .

assumptions can be made as to
whom the organization supports
based on the contents of the
reports. The name, People for
Montana, could mean anybody in
Montana. Its purpose, as stated in
the IRS forms, says, “ People for
Montana is a private, nonprofit
organization that seeks to educate
and inform citizens about issues
important to the economic future of
Montana families.”
Such a broad description could
mean anybody in Montana. Only
the board of directors who are listed
in the report — executives from
Wesco Resources, Washington
Corp., Plum Creek Timber Co.,
Placer Dome U.S. Inc., and SmurfitStone — reveal the group’s
corporate nature.

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

“You can make your [voting]
decision based on an ad you saw,
but you don’t always know who the
sponsor of the ad represents,”
Dennison said. “Like the People for
Montana —based on the television
ad, you don’t really know who this
group is.”
Craig Wilson, Montana State
University-Billings political science
professor, has similar views. He has
studied the Montana’s Senate and
House races for a report compiled
by the Center for the Study of
Elections and Democracy at
Brigham Young University.
“ People can’t tell the difference
between a hard money ad, a soft
money ad and issue group ads,” he
said.
In some ads, the only way the
23
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public can tell who paid for the ad
is from the tag line, he said, which
can be placed in the beginning,
middle or end of the ad.
Public political files at
television stations are the best way
for journalists to track down the
sponsor of each ad. The Federal
Communications Commission
requires all radio and television
stations to maintain detailed
records of all requests for
broadcast time made by or on
behalf of a candidate for public
office, together with notes on
the nature of the requests and
the costs of any ad aired. But
Charles S. Johnson, chief of
the Lee newspapers state
bureau, knows the files are
difficult to get.
Johnson is based in Helena
and all of the major Montana
cities with multiple television
stations (Billings, Great Falls
and Missoula) are a long drive:
91 to 240 miles in separate
directions.
Johnson said the stations
will not give the information
over the phone, and since
there is not a central
repository of all of the stations’
files, journalists must travel to
each station to study the
records.
The FCC requires all television
stations to make copies of the
documents in the file available to
anyone willing to pay reasonable
costs for reproduction. But the
stations are not required to fulfill
telephone requests to mail, fax or
e-mail political file information. The
majority of the television stations in
Montana have an internal policy
stating that the only way a person
can view the political file data is to
be physically present at the station.
The large demand to see the
political file contents during and
immediately after the election cycle
is one of the main reasons for the
policy.
Monty Wallis, president and
general manger of the CBS affiliate
24
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it is tracked at the accounting office,
which is located in Great Falls. She
knows that some credits were issued
in the 2000 political cycle, but said
she has no need to know all of the
debits and credits for a media buyer.
Journalists who want to track the
spending must be wary of duplicate
contracts or revised versions of the
same contract, which are often
found in the files. Most
contracts and account
statements contain the gross
and net amounts spent, but
journalists need to be sharp
when viewing these documents
because they may only contain
the net amount that the station
is to receive. For every ad
purchased, the ad rate is subject
to a 15 percent agency
commission (or 15 percent
discount if candidates bought
the ad spot themselves, not
through an ad agency.)
Therefore, the net amount the
station receives is 85 percent of
the total cost of the ads
purchased.
How stations categorize the
files can also cause headaches.
When Lee Enterprise’s Johnson
looked at the political file at
KTYH in Helena, he remembers
chaos, with nobody attending
the files and the information out
of
order.
Although the files contain vital
Most stations organize the files
information on the amount of
based on whether the ads are
money spent on political ads and
purchased by a media buyer, the
when ads were bought, the content
candidate or special interest group,
can vary from station to station.
but some lump ad buyers together,
Some stations file account
even though some buyers purchase
statements, in addition to contract
ads on behalf of several different
forms, that list all of the debits and
candidates or issues. Missoula’s
credits. The stations that only file
CBS affiliate, KPAX, went so far as
the contract forms are usually good
dumping
all contracts in one giant
about revising the contract if ad
folder
without
any organization.
spots were modified or cancelled,
It isn’t easy determining the
which happens frequently.
amount of money spent on political
But some, like the Missoula ABC
ads in America’s fourth largest state
affiliate KTMF, only file the ad
and home to less than half a million
contracts and do not include any
voters, but it is important.
credits that may have occurred.
“You can tell a lot about a
Dawnelle Sorrell, KTMF traffic
manager, said the credit information campaign by the people who are
backing it,” Dennison said.
isn’t available at the station because

KTVQ in Billings, said that if the
station were to start sending the
information to one person, then it
would have to do it for everybody.
The FCC encourages television
and radio stations to post public
folder information on Web sites for
easy accessibility. But Montana
television stations have yet to follow
the recommendation.
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Keeping Egg O ff Our Faces
A University o f Montana professor learns that election projections are more art than science

By

Dennis

Swibold

U T

et’s get one thing straight from the get-go.
M We would rather be last in reporting a
M - J return than to be wrong. And again, our
record demonstrates that to be true. If you hear
someplace else that somebody’s carried a state — and
you are off, as you shouldn’t be, watching them, then
come back here because if we say somebody’s carried a
state, you can pretty much take it to the bank, book it,
that that’s true.” — Dan Rather, CBS Evening News,
Nov. 7, 2000
I’m thinking about the Harry Truman photo, the one
of him wearing that Kansas City grin and holding up
that notorious Chicago Daily Tribune, the one with the
banner headline announcing Thomas Dewey’s “victory”
in 1948, the headline that haunts every journalist on
Election Night.
I wonder what happened to the editor who blew that
call?
The question nags as I pull into the frozen parking
lot in front of Montana’s Associated Press bureau in
Helena. It is dark and cold and I’m stiff from the twohour drive from Missoula, but I’m excited, too. In about
an hour the polls will close in what will be the closest
presidential election in history, and I’ve been invited to
help call the statewide races. By midnight, the Truman
photo will lie crumpled in the trash
can of history’s object lessons,

replaced forever by fresh images of red-faced anchormen
stumbling over their tongues, trying to explain their
own blown calls on Nov. 7, 2000. “We don’t just have
egg on our face,” N B C ’s Tom Brokaw would say later.
“We have an omelet.”
But I don’t know any of that as I waddle into the AP
bureau and prepare to make some election projections
of my own.

For newsies, Election Night is
the Super Bowl, the NBA Finals, the
Olympics, all rolled into one — and I
have seats on the 50-yard line.
“A little Grecian Formula would take care of that,”
says veteran newsman Bob Anez, pointing his chin to
indicate the gray in my mane.
“Ah, it’s the Havre Flash himself,” I reply.
It’s been years since I’ve seen some of these guys. I
chat with John MacDonald, a journalism senior the year
I began teaching at the University of Montana and now
the bureau’s news editor. Newsman and gentleman
farmer Steve Moore shows me the heavy industrial
gloves he says he uses to handle Anez’s copy. Anez
snorts and hands me a copy of the office election pool. I

Dennis Swibold is an associate professor in the School o f Journalism at the University o f Montana. He is a
former reporter and managing editor o f the Bozeman Daily C hronicle and was editor oj the Sidney Herald
in Montana. He also reported fo r the Prescott (Ariz.) Courier. Swibold currently edits Montana’s
Community News Service.
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T r ib u n e
Wednesday

Rehberg leads
in House race

Beltrone sails
to re-election

Hillary gets
Senate seal

I Deadlocked (

Martz
leads in
tight race
for state
governor

totals, they won’t get the statewide story before we do.
They can see the percentage of precincts reporting, but
they won’t know whether those votes are coming from
Democratic counties like Missoula and Silver Bow or
Republican heaven in the Flathead. Without that
panoramic view, they can’t pinpoint the exact moment a
candidate’s fate is statistically sealed.
Kuglin and I can, at least in theory, and the sooner
we make the call the better.
It’s not just the thirst to be first, though I confess
that’s no small motivation. Nobody wants to be the
second guy with a big story. But the A P ’s election night
projections are critical to Montana news organizations
who are stretching deadlines and waiting impatiently to
give their viewers, listeners or readers the results plus a
dash of reaction.
“O f course, we’re always better off making a call later
than sooner if we’re not dead sure
we’re right,” Kuglin had written
Compkie «£»>.
GREAT FALLS
me earlier that week. “ No one will
mind if we don’t call a close race,
Wednesday
and we can always hedge the
Hillary gets
Senate seal
leads — ‘Dennis Rehberg was
apparently winning ...’ But if we
Martz
leads in
make a wrong call on a major
tight race
race, it will be talked about for
for state
governor
years.”
Still, no editor worth his delete
key wants to put his paper to bed
with a headline saying he doesn’t
know who won.

fill it out and toss my buck into the
F3.ETHOS 1
kitty. Despite some apprehension
OfT;f
over my role here, it feels good to
be in a newsroom with pros on
Election Night. For newsies,
Election Night is the Super Bowl,
the NBA Finals, the Olympics, all
rolled into one — and I have seats
on the 50-yard line.
Nobody in Montana gets
statewide returns before the AP,
and tonight, I'll see the big picture
before anyone but John Kuglin, the
mild-mannered and bespectacled
chief of Montana’s AP bureau, who
had kindly invited me to join him
in calling tonight’s races. On a
Texas governor wins cliffhange
computer screen in his corner
office, we will watch the election
GREAT FALLS
unfold, race by race, county by county. Not even the
secretary of state, Montana’s chief elections officer, gets
Wednesday
statewide returns before the AP.
Colter on
In years past, crowds used to gather outside Helena's
High Court
AP bureau to get fresh election news, just as they once
did outside newspapers and telegraph offices.
Distracted by constant disruptions, the bureau finally
Martz
rigged a printer outside the building and fed the crowd
elected
returns. But the machine froze in the cold, and the
as first
woman
crowd started banging on the windows.
governor
Now they just call, and call, and call. They call from
radio stations, newspapers and party campaign
headquarters; from hotel ballrooms, private homes and
government offices. Those with the cash can arrange to
get A P ’s special election wire, which will spit out updated
returns on tonight’s top four races — president, governor,
Florida recount to decide president
U.S. Senate and U .S. House — every five minutes.
Montana Republicans paid $2,500 to get the 2000
The three editions of the Great Falls Tribune front page from
election wire, but even with constantly updated vote
local results inside

T r ib u n e
Rehberg leads
in House race

Beltrone sails
to re-election

I It’s Bush

w T r ib u n e
Beltrone sails
lore-eiection

Election Night 2000, an Election Night that w ill live in infamy.
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Of course, Kuglin already knows the winners.
Throughout the day, exit pollsters in more than two
dozen key precincts in Montana quizzed voters on their
choices and fed the results into a complex statistical
model designed by Voters News Service, the cost-saving
collaboration among the major news networks and the
AP that would soon join the Chicago Daily Tribune in
the Election Night Hall of Infamy. The vote projection
service would melt down in Florida, but it will shine
tonight in Montana. With a half-hour to go before the
polls close — and the ink barely dry on my electionpool picks — Kuglin ushers me into his small corner
office and effectively tells me to kiss my buck goodbye.
Since early afternoon, VN S exit polls have shown a
GOP sweep of the ballot’s top four races. I'm surprised
and suspicious. Polls before the election put Montanans
solidly behind Republican George W. Bush, but contests
for governor, a U.S. Senate seat and the state’s lone
congressional representative were close. I figured at
least one Democrat would slip in. But the exit polls say

So we will play it safe and wait for trends. Say the
Democrat running for governor holds a consistent
5-point lead throughout the evening.
“We might call the race if there aren’t many
Republican votes left to count, the expected vote from
Missoula County is only half in, and the voting
machines are busted in Cascade and Silver Bow,” he
said.

The polls have barely closed when we declare A1
Gore the winner of Montana’s presidential vote.
A1 Gore?
“What?” Kuglin asks, a touch of panic in his voice.
“What did we just do? How did I do that?”
Of course, we’d meant to the call the state for Bush.
It was a typo, a slip of the cursor. We’d put an electronic
“X ” beside the wrong name on a computer screen and
punched the “enter” key, sending a pre-programmed
bulletin zipping around the nation. Ah, technology.
Now we can screw up at the speed of light.

Thanks to a stunning set of outcomes in other states,
the Conrad Burns-Brian Schweitzer race is no mere provincial concern.
At stake is no less than control of the U.S. Senate.
otherwise, and Kuglin has seen enough of them to
know what they mean. They say Bush will win by more
than 20 percent. (It’ll be 25 percent). They say the
other top three Republicans on the ticket will win with
51 percent of the vote. (They’ll finish within fractions of
that).
“Why do we even count the vote?” Kuglin says
nonchalantly.
“ So how much faith do we put in these?” I ask,
unwilling to concede the mystery before a single vote is
counted. Don’t tell me this is going to be like watching
N B C’s day-late Olympic coverage from Australia.
Kuglin is confident the VN S numbers will hold true, but
says we won’t make a call without verifying those
trends with real returns. The exit polls are predicting a
blowout for Bush, so we’ll call the presidential race as
soon as the polls close, but the other three races are
much too close. We’ll want to see an overwhelming
trend before making those calls.
A week or so before the election, Kuglin told me that
if we were lucky, we would see lopsided races and make
early calls, like the time AP called Republican Lt. Gov.
Alan Kolstad at 8:30 p.m. to tell him he’d lost his bid to
unseat U.S. Sen. Max Baucus.
“ He swore a mighty oath at us,” Kuglin says. “ He
was behind 30-70 at this point, and stayed there
throughout the night. Usually, we aren’t that lucky.”
MJ R
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Kuglin grabs the phone and calls national AP editors
to correct the error popping up on computer screens in
newsrooms across the country, including those in next
room. He shifts back to the computer, calls up the
projection page, puts the “X ” by Bush, and resends the
call.
MacDonald sticks his head inside Kuglin’s office and
gently inquires if it’s true that we just called Montana
for Gore.
“ It was a mistake,” Kuglin snaps.
“O h ,” MacDonald says and saunters back to his
desk.
“ How did I do that?” Kuglin asks himself once again.
“ I’m going to get a note about that — probably from the
executive editor of the AP.” The mistake will eat at him
all night.

By 10 p.m. returns are pouring in to the data entry clerks
in the back of the bureau, but we have yet to call a major
statewide race. They’re still too close. We need more returns
from the mob of stringers the A P has hired to call in returns
from Montana’s 56 counties. It's an interesting mix of people
— retired high school teachers, weekly newspaper editors,
radio news directors. Some also report for V N S, which main
tains a stringer in each county just to call in returns on the
top four races.

With the click of a key, Kuglin and I can switch the
2 7
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view on our monitor from A P ’s county-by-county
returns to those of V N S. It’s a security check, a way to
spot glaring inconsistencies in the data. Later tonight in
Florida, this two-return system will save AP from
joining the egg-faced networks. Critics will say the
networks might have avoided the debacle if they hadn t
put their faith in VN S alone — if they hadn't tried to
cut costs by sharing a single service.
But it is getting late in Montana, and Kuglin is antsy.
TV stations are beginning their nightly newscasts, and
editors at the state’s major newspapers are scanning the
wires with a growing sense of urgency. Despite weeks of
planning and tonight’s extended deadlines, there are
still interviews to conduct, stories to craft, photos to
choose and headlines to set in Second Coming type.
The pressure is palpable and building. AP national
editors are on the phone, wanting to know when Kuglin
will call the race between incumbent Sen. Conrad
Burns and Democratic challenger Brian Schweitzer.
Thanks to a stunning set of outcomes in other states,
the race is no mere provincial concern. At stake is no
less than control of the U .S. Senate.
Kuglin puts them off. It’s too close, he says.
It’s 10:15 now, after midnight for A P ’s top election
editors back East.
“ I’ve got to call
something,” Kuglin
says.

At 10:20 we call the
U .S. House race.
Republican Dennis
Rehberg has defeated
Democrat Nancy
Keenan.
I agree with the call,
but Pm nervous. It is
at best an educated
guess. By the numbers
alone, it couldn't be
closer. A P ’s count has
it 50-48 for Rehberg;
By George Lane / Helena the V N S tally is 49-49.
Independent Record
But the map tells
John Kuglin, Montana's AP Bureau
the story. The vote
Chief and election-calling guru
from Cascade and
Missoula counties, two
Democratic strongholds, came in early, giving Keenan an
edge. But the Republican surge is beginning. Returns
from conservative Yellowstone, Flathead, Gallatin and
Ravalli counties are running strong for Rehberg. So too
are the votes from the conservative rural “jackrabbit”
counties out East.
Silver Bow, Deer Lodge and Lewis and Clark counties
— counties Keenan will win — have yet to report, but
28 _
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we guess they won't provide enough votes to stop
Rehberg’s run. Actually, we make a series of guesses. We
guess what the eventual voter turnout would be, based
on past elections. That gives us an estimate of how
many votes are still to be counted in key counties. Then
we grab a calculator and project the trends from early
returns in those areas. The results, if they hold up, fit
neatly with what the exit polls say: Keenan can’t win.
Kuglin tells MacDonald of our decision, and soon the
young news editor is on the phone to Rehberg, breaking

Kuglin calls A P ’s national editors
and tells them he’s ready to call the
Senate race, b u t ... confusion over
Florida has made them cautious .
They tell him to wait.
the news and soliciting reaction for the story that will
run statewide in a matter of minutes. The interview
doesn’t take long.
“Now, I’ve got to call Keenan,” MacDonald says.
Nobody likes to call the losing candidates for reaction.
Meanwhile, another phone is ringing. Reporter Susan
Gallagher picks up, listens for a second and then cups
her hand over the mouthpiece.
“ Can anyone take a basketball score?” she asks.

Now Kuglin’s phone is ringing. It’s a Keenan
campaign aide, and she’s furious.
“ Do you know something we don't?’’ she demands.
“Yes,” Kuglin says coolly.
She asks what he’ll do if he’s wrong.
“ If I’m wrong, maybe I’ll go jump in a lake,” he says.
The aide suggests another option.
“ I don’t think I’ll go that far,” Kuglin says.
Meanwhile, Keenan has refused to talk to the AP.
Minutes later she appears on TV and refuses to
concede.
Hope dies hard.
•••

It’s after 11 p.m. now, and the pressure is on to call
the Senate and governor’s races. The vote from Silver
Bow and Lewis and Clark counties is still out, but Sen.
Burns has a 50-48 lead. We hit the calculators again. It
doesn’t look like Schweitzer, the challenger, can pull it
out, even with lopsided tallies from the remaining
Democratic bastions.
Kuglin is talking himself into making the call for
Burns, but while he cogitates, he checks the KeenanRehberg race. Rehberg is pulling away.

. MJ R
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“Oh, I don’t need to jump in the lake after all,”
Kuglin says.
We check the Senate race, and now the vote from
Lewis and Clark County is coming in fast. Schweitzer
isn’t getting the kind of numbers he needs. It’s over.
Burns has won a third term.
Kuglin calls A P ’s national editors and tells them he’s
ready to call the Senate race, but now the system is
backed up and the confusion over Florida has made
them cautious. They tell him to wait.
While we tread minutes, we talk about AP's long
tradition of calling races. Kuglin remembers calling a
close governor’s race in Wyoming. It all boiled down to
a gutsy hunch based on local knowledge about the labor
vote in some railroad counties.
He was right that night and on lots of others since,
which is why the Gore blunder still gnaws at him.
“I’ll get a letter about that,” he says.
He tells me about a part-time UPI reporter who
called a Democratic House primary for Arnold Olson
over a couple of young challengers named Max Baucus
and Pat Williams.
“ I should call him and tell him I called it for Gore,”
he says.

“This above all: to thine own se lf be
true, A n d it must follow , as the
night the day, Thou canst not then
be false to any man.
”

— Shakespeare

•••

Shortly after midnight, we call the Senate and
governor’s races. I listen as Anez calls Gov.-elect Judy
Martz’s campaign with the news. The race was close
and bitterly fought, with Martz’s Democratic opponent,
Mark O ’Keefe, spending $2 million of his own money
on the race.
We hear a jubilant Martz staffer shout that O'Keefe
can take his $2 million and shove it.
Kuglin and I check the returns for other races: the
ballot issues, other statewide offices and local legislative
races. We call the lopsided races and let the close ones
ride. A stubborn Public Service Commission race defies
projection.
It’s mop-up time. I’m tired but wired. We recheck the
major races we’ve already called, just in case. The votes
from Butte and Anaconda still aren’t in, mixing just
enough doubt with the dregs of adrenaline in my
stomach.
“ It’ll get closer,” Kuglin says with a grin, “enough to
make me sweat.”
VH

Aye, verily.
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Th e H a r t f o r d C i r c u s Fire, 1 9 4 4

Stranger than Fiction
A novelist turns to n o n - fic tio n and discovers the
unique challenges o f taking on the jo u rn a lis t's craft
By

Stewart

O'Nan

and, typically, every New York house scrambled to sign
e all know the story of the journalist-turnedanything resembling those bestsellers. For a while in
novelist, the Pete Dexters and Anna Quinlans
the mid-90s we were inundated with gritty and poetic
out there who make it big with their fiction,
memoirs ("My Terrible Life," I call that book) and now
leaving the newsroom behind to accept literary awards
we’re facing a flood of disaster narratives.
and go on Oprah. It’s a dream of so many reporters
Here’s where I come in. I’m a
that it’s become a cliche. The idea is that
novelist, semi-high-falutin. I’ve never
with enough free time and a little artistic
inspiration anyone who can put words
I ’ve never been a been a journalist, never taken a
journalism class, but three years ago I
together can write a good novel. It
journalist,
never
got myself deeply, irretrievably involved
would be an insult to novelists if it
taken
a
journalism
in a non-fiction project.
weren’t absolutely true, and proven
Through a series of coincidences — a
again and again.
class, but three
picture
in an old Life magazine, a job
But the novel, if you’re not J.K.
years
ago
I
got
offer, a novel that happened to be set
Rowling, is no longer the pinnacle of
during that era — I had become
American publishing. Over the past
myself deeply,
interested in the Hartford Circus Fire, a
decade, as the big houses have
irretrievably
disaster that had taken place in
tightened their belts, non-fiction has
involved in a
Connecticut in 1944. Basically, the big
become the genre of choice in New York.
It’s much easier to sell a non-fiction
non-fiction project. top of Ringling Bros, and Barnum &
Bailey Circus’ Greatest Show on Earth
book, if only because the editors believe
burned
down, killing 167 people.
there are readers interested in its
Because
it had taken place during
subject, whatever that may be. There’s a
wartime,
other,
larger
events
had overshadowed the
built-in audience there, whereas who knows who will
fire. When I went to my public library to find a book
buy a first novel. Self-help titles and biographies have
on it — simply to feed my curiosity — they said they
been selling well for decades, but with the success of
didn’t have one.
"The Liars’ Club" and "Into the Wild,"
There wasn’t one, and I thought that was wrong. In
two new genres presented themselves

W

Stewart O'Nan is the author o/’The Circus Fire and six novels: Snow Angels, The Names o f the Dead, The
Speed Queen, A World Away, A Prayer for the Dying, and most recently, Everyday People. He is also the
editor o/'The Vietnam Reader. Granta magazine named O'Nan one o f America's best young novelists in
1996. O'Nan grew up in Pittsburgh, Pa., and makes his home in Connecticut.
Photo by Amy Etra
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a few minutes the fire had changed
thousands of lives. And beyond that,
there was the weird spectacle of the
event, the tent going up in flames
while the screaming crowd ran out.
I began looking up old newspaper
articles about the fire on microfilm,
photocopying them at 25 cents a pop.
The more I found, the stranger the
story became. The tent had been
waterproofed with a mixture of
paraffin and gasoline so that it burned
like a giant wick, dripping napalm.
There were mysteries as to the
identities of the dead, and six people
were never found. The pictures alone
(rich black smoke pouring off the
canvas tent, bodies of children lifted
into Army trucks) were compelling.
And I began to find people around
town who remembered the fire,
people whose friends or relatives had
been there. I found survivors who
By Spencer Torell, courtesy o f the Hartford Courant
refused to tell me their stories, and
Circusgoers run to escape the fire in the Big Top as it engulfs the tent.
survivors who wouldn't shut up about
it. But all of them — 50 plus years
better than you’re able to. When a book is good, you
after the fact —were still living with the fire.
look back and say, where did I get that from, and you
I knew I had something big, a real one of a kind
honestly don’t know. It’s not mystical, just a level of
story, and I knew that it had to be told straight. I also
sensitivity
and awareness that comes from sitting at
knew I didn’t have the skills to write the book I
your
machine
for hours, concentrating hard while
wanted to read. The research required and the ultimate
these strangers you’ve come to know
presentation of the material called for a
more intimately and more honestly
responsible, seasoned journalist who
than you know yourself live their lives
really knew the city of Hartford. I'd
Fiction is charged right in front of you. That’s the
only been living there three years, and
with showing us the challenge of fiction — finding what at
the only non-fiction I’d ever written
first doesn’t seem to be there. There’s a
were a couple of book reviews. But at
way we truly feel
degree of freedom in fiction writing
this point, I considered the fire my
and who we truly that’s both thrilling and paralyzing,
story. The question of whether I could
write it had become a challenge. I took
are, and to do this and when you become comfortable in
the storytelling — when you know
it on partly because it seemed
you have to write what’s
going to happen well ahead of
impossible.
better
than
you
’re
time,
or
see the logical consequences
Writing fiction is impossible, or at
and
how
they play out down the road
least it seems that way in the
able to.
—
then
the
book is possible and
beginning. You don’t know your
therefore
dead.
characters, you don’t know where your
I took on "The Circus Fire" because
story’s going, you just sit down every
it
looked
impossible
from the outside. At the very least,
day and dream and think and weigh the possibilities —
I
would
have
to
suppress
my instincts and learn a
what would this woman really do in this situation? —
whole
new
set
of
skills,
as
well as the history of a city,
and scene by scene the story or the novel proceeds
of
the
circus,
and
of
fire
itself.
because you believe in it. You create and sustain the
The question of the novelist-turned-journalist did
voice, you choose the form and the structure, you
well up inside me. I’d seen Denis Johnson’s reporting
determine what the reader needs to see. Fiction is
on recent wars and David Foster Wallace’s essays, but,
charged with showing us the way we truly feel and
other than John Hersey way back in 1946, I couldn’t
who we truly are, and to do this you have to write
MJ R
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Charred circus cars
sit near the fire
area as workers
attempt to regroup
after the blaze. An
elephant walks in
the background.
Courtesy o f the Hartford Public Library, Hartford Collection

that it becomes narrower and narrower, and the dreamy
think of a novelist who plunged headfirst into a
possibilities close off. So in the beginning I was
booklength, objective non-fiction narrative — and a
thrilled.
With all the legwork I would have to do, I
very straight one. Because from the beginning —
would
stay
in this ideal, anything-can-happen state for
because of all the legends and tall tales around the fire
a good year.
and the lack of a definitive telling — I had decided my
First I nailed down my paper sources. I spent
book would be wholly factual and plainly stated, a
several months in the basement of the
laying out of what actually happened
Connecticut State Library, tracking
that day, and the tough days after.
microfilm from The Hartford
I came into the project completely
At the beginning of a down
Courant,
the defunct Hartford Times
naive, with an old-fashioned view of
book,
the
book
can
and
all
the
smaller town newspapers of
journalistic objectivity. I was not
the
era.
This
was
going to be part of the book but an
be anything. It’s like
expensive,
a
problem
I'd never
impartial observer and a collector of
a
genie’s
wish.
It’s
encountered
in
researching
fiction. The
facts. I was not going to shape the
sheer
number
of
documents
I felt
only as you get into
book into something stylish or make
to collect about the fire
the sentences ring with my deathless
doing the book that compelled
seemed obsessive, but I needed them
poesy. The idea of creative non-fiction
it becomes narrower all. I went to the Hartford Public
seemed (and seems) to me the worst
Library and its special Hartford
of both worlds, with the author
and narrower, and
Collection, to the Connecticut
tossing gobs of emotionally charged
the dreamy
Historical Society, to the West Hartford
rhetoric at whatever subject he or she
Jewish
Historical Center, the
possibilities
close
off.
has chosen. There was no need to
Manchester
Fire Museum, and on and
tart up the narrative with added
on,
photocopying
as I went, filling a
emotion or pat melodrama; it was
shelf of numbered looseleaf binders.
already there in abundance — too much of it, in fact.
But the newspaper accounts and the official police
And I didn’t (and don’t) buy that slippery idea of the
and fire investigations, for all their thousands of pages,
reporter’s subjectivity compromising his or her ability
left massive gaps. The circus was barely present, and
to transmit the truth. These things happened, and
the families. What I had so far was a sketchy outline ol
happened to these people, and I was going to tell their
story, using their own words whenever possible, and do what happened that day, a view from the outside. To
get what that day felt like and sounded like and tasted
my best to stay out of the way. Impossible, right?
like, I needed to pull in closer. For that I needed the
So I was happy to have this impossible task. At the
survivors.
beginning of a book, the book can be anything. It’s like
Thanksgiving week, I put an ad in the Courant,
a genie’s wish. It’s only as you get into doing the book
32
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asking for information people had on the circus fire.
backtrack, or run two lines on top of each other. The
The first week I was inundated with calls, so many that burden and freedom of plotting or sequencing the story
we had to change our phone number. Half of the callers is all yours. In writing "The Circus Fire," because of the
hadn’t gone to the circus that day and wanted to tell
structure I’d chosen (been forced to choose,
me why. The other half had been there, and I quickly
practically), the material controlled me. There were
put together a schedule to go interview them.
certain events and certain information the reader had
A year later I had several hundred hours of
to see (a previous fire naturally had to be discussed in
interviews to transcribe, around 10.000 pages of
some detail, as did the treatment of the burn victims),
photocopied material, 250 photos of varying quality,
and these had to be fitted, proportionally, into the
and still had not written a word. The research had
overall timeline. And there were major and minor
become the project. I'd driven all over New England to
questions I had to answer for the reader (a concern in
track down every survivor I could find. I’d flown out to fiction that is generally taken care of by the author’s
Wisconsin to dig through the treasures of the Circus
choice of point of view, because what’s important to
World Museum, and then to Iowa to talk with the
the character is generally important to the reader). The
brother of the girl people believed
two greatest tools the fiction writer
has are imagination and point of
was the famous Little Miss 1565, a
view; the ability, at any time, to
young girl who was trampled to
death when the fire broke out and
/ loved getting out of the make stuff up and then make the
reader see the world through a
whose identity remains a mystery. I
house and into people’s character’s
eyes. In this straight
loved getting out of the house and
lives—a luxury the
(okay, square) non-fiction, I’d given
into people’s lives — a luxury the
fiction writer rarely has. But, not
fiction writer rarely has. up these tools.
I’d also decided to leave the
having any journalism training. I
But,
not
having
any
sentences flat and simple, point A to
didn’t know the classic hazard of
point B. so I only had a rudimentary
having too many sources, and my
journalism training, I
language. I was relying on accuracy
taste for legwork ensured I
didn’t know the classic and attention to detail, but I had so
wouldn’t figure it out until it was
hazard of having too
much detail that it was
too late.
overwhelming
the story. I had also
In the end I literally had
many sources, and my
made the fatal mistake of believing
thousands of sources, a wealth of
taste for legwork ensured that, since this had actually
information, but no way to
organize it. And much of the
I wouldn’t figure it out happened, the reader would make an
extra effort to understand or just
information was contradictory.
until it was too late.
appreciate all the small details —
Many of the survivors were small
that, like me, they would be hungry
children at the time of the fire, and
for the details. I thought that the
their memories had melded with
reader, like someone reading a newspaper, wouldn’t
things they’d heard after the fact. Others were now in
need to catch every little thing, that they’d just let it
their 90s and could remember only fragments.
wash
over them on a first read. In fiction a standard
I chose to organize the material in the simplest way
tactic
is to make your problem as an author the
— something I would never even contemplate in fiction
character’s
problem. If you don’t know how to get lots
— chronologically.However, there was no hard and fast
of
information
across, you show that scene from the
timeline of events. I would have to piece it together
myself by deducing it from the mountain of information point of view of someone who desperately needs to
process all this new information (say, a new guy on his
I had, corroborating it and cross-referencing to make
first day in Vietnam, or someone on death row seeing
sure. This sounds easy, if painstaking, but physically it
the lethal injection gurney for the first time), and in
was nearly impossible. I had so many documents from
that way it’s all charged and necessary instead of just
so many sources (and in so many forms) that to have
clutter. Without point of view to justify the detail, I
all the information available meant clearing all the
ended up with drifts and snags of dead facts, and even
furniture out of my office and installing card tables. I
in revision I couldn’t get enough of it out of the book.
laid everything out in color-coded folders, moving
I was happy enough with my scene setting —
pieces from one to the other as I verified or eliminated
choosing what to show the reader — but in many cases
possibilities.
I had no transitions, no connective tissue to elegantly
In fiction, you control your material. Yes, you
move the reader on. In fiction, I could have easily made
follow wherever the developing action leads, but at any
things up to cover these gaps, but here I felt obliged
time you can veer away or go deeper, stop, change,
MJ R
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A scene after the fire with
the burnt circus tent in
the foreground. The other
smaller tents sit on either
side of what was once the
Big Top.
Courtesy of Arthur Kiely

the freedom of fiction, the way it demands you follow
not to do that. I decided to go with hard-point
the hints in the words, leads you places you didn’t
transitions ("Meanwhile, on the other side of the
expect. Non-fiction seemed much harder to me.
tent ...") that would make me cringe in fiction. It fit,
Having had to rein in my natural inclination to
though, with my conceit not to rely on the seamless
fabricate
and overstate, I must say the jump from
and beautiful surface that I think too many writers see
journalism
to fiction makes sense to me — the move
as an end in itself, and ultimately I think those
from
restriction
to freedom. I also think I was lucky
transitions imitated — in a good if sometimes
coming to non-fiction from my
annoying way — the confusion of
position as a novelist. I can’t imagine
the event.
difficult it would be for
The writing took only a few
The writing took only a how
someone who’d escaped that
months, and was some of the most
few months, and was
straitjacket of old-school objectivity
difficult and boring writing I’ve
to strap it back on again (which may
ever done. All the discoveries, for
some of the most
explain why so few non-fiction
me, took place during the
difficult and boring
books are written in this style, no
research. During the writing, I just
fit the thousands of puzzle pieces
writing I ’ve ever done. matter how honest and accurate it
can be).
together in the correct order,
All
the
discoveries,
for
I’m glad I wrote the book though.
which, because I’d worked hard
me,
took
place
during
Survivors
come to my readings and
nailing down the timeline, was
thank me for getting their story
right in front of me. I was
the research.
between covers, and I feel connected
heartened, because I was banging
to the city in a way I never thought
out 5 or 6 pages a day, and
possible. People ask if I’d do it again,
because the prose was the
and I say no. And then I say maybe, if the right
unadorned kind I wanted to write, but there was
subject catches my interest. Not for a while, I say. I
something mechanical about the process I didn't like,
don’t know. We’ll see. And inside I’m thinking, not in
a fill-in-the-blanks feeling I never have with fiction.
a million years. Not if you paid me a million dollars.
The form I’d built for myself was too rigid, my own
guidelines too stringent, or maybe I was too used to
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Tent V illa ge, W a sh in g to n

Much More than a Camera Lens
In documentary work, it s better to be human

David "Too Tall"
Wilkinson walks
to the non-profit
organization El
Centro de la Raza
to help out at the
food bank.
Roberto Maestas,
its director, fought
city ordinances to
allow the village
to remain on El
Centro's property
in the Beacon Hill
neighborhood of
Seattle. No luck.
Tent Village costs
El Centro $75 a
day in fines.

S t o r y

a n d

P h o t o s

arrived at Tent City #3 in Seattle feeling
overwhelmed and nervous. Here I stood, among
nearly 60 homeless people who had turned a
parking lot into what looked like a refugee camp. 1
wondered, would they work with me? How would they
respond to my camera?
The answers depended on trust, which I knew I had
gained when one tent citizen, who had refused to be
photographed, began calling me Montana. That was on
the first trip. But I would return twice more, and I
couldn't count on the same people living there each
time.
It's a truth in documentary photography that without
trust, you get nowhere. Subjects who trust you, who
believe in you and what you're doing, relax even when
you've got a camera pointed toward them. The resulting
pictures are true, or at least more true, showing people
in moments of doubt, pain and joy. Photographers must
show interest, compassion and understanding toward
the camera's subjects; trust usually follows.
When it comes to trust, Tent City #3 offers a unique

1

MJ R
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challenge. The city is a temporary home for those
without a place to live, created when some homeless
people and their advocates found that Seattle didn't
offer enough safe and clean shelter. It's as much a

Louisa O'Shea shivers on a cold, clear morning with her cup of
coffee and some company.
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Sharon Stevens is
overwhelmed by
having to move
twice in five days.
But committee
member Raphael
Brown assures her
that everything
w ill work out.

Committee member Kenny Wymon tries to calm Lester Tolliver who
returned to the village after drinking alcohol. Tent City enforces a
strict code of conduct. Any member breaking that code faces
permanent expulsion.

political statement as it is an
alternative refuge. This tent city is
the group's third attempt to create a
lasting shelter. Seattle regulations
force the city to change location
every three weeks, and its
population changes even more often.
People move in. People move out.
As a photographer wanting to
document these transient people
and their transient place, I
wondered how 1 would — or if I
even could — develop and maintain
trust with the community if its
membership kept changing.
The residents come from all walks
of life: a laid-off computer tech, an
unemployed journeymen, a disabled
fisherman, a clinically depressed
accountant, and a Nintendo temp
worker. They all sleep in the same
parking lot, help govern the shelter,

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss30/1

and work a required four hours a
week on security and clean-up
shifts.
I learned of Tent City #3 from a
friend in Seattle. It became the first
story I tackled for my master's
project, a documentary
photographic essay on communities
in transition. Journalism had taught
me that my trip to Seattle would
amount to nothing if I couldn't get
access into the lives of the people
who lived in the tent city.
If I just showed up unannounced,
I'd get nowhere. I gained access to
Tent City #3 by making phone calls,
writing letters and eventually sitting
down with the city's governing
committee during that first trip.
Going in with "guns-a-blazing" is
no way for a photographer to start a
story. A humble approach —

founded on a genuine interest and a
willingness to learn — promotes
trust.
But maintaining a thread of trust
with a group that drastically
changed each time I returned was
difficult. On each visit, I built
relationships and trust anew by
sleeping in a tent, working as a
compassionate photographer and
listening as a friend. Each time, I
got to know half a dozen people
well, and these relationships were
crucial in maintaining access.
They tagged me with nicknames.
Called me Montana or Kodak. On
Thanksgiving we all enjoyed a
hearty traditional holiday meal that
had been donated. When night fell,
one of the committee members
decided that too much food had
been donated, and it was going to

38

School of Journalism: Montana Journalism Review, 2001

Tent Village, Washington
Left: Not feeling well, Bo Oddissey rests
while committee members move out the
belongings of a couple who hadn't
returned to their tent in 10 days.
Below: Cesar Ojeda has worked on
Alaskan fishing boats for 20 years. He was
injured and now stays at Tent City. "I have
a good claim against them, but they have
me on maintenance pay, which is $300
every two weeks. It's not enough to rent an
apartment or share a room somewhere."

Marvin "Preacher" Merchant enjoys reading the
newspaper on a foggy morning. He and his
wife, both avid readers, have been homeless for
a few months since Preacher finished a jail
sentence for dealing drugs and counterfeiting
corporate checks.
Sharon Stevens, left, eats a bowl of warm chicken soup that was donated by
Barbara Conn, middle, of Martin Luther King Baptist Church, while Rhonda and
Vern Allen celebrate the gift of warm food.
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spoil. He wanted to bring it to other
shelters in town. I dropped my
camera. For the next few hours, I
would become more than a camera
lens to these people. I would
become a comrade in arms, even a
friend. We loaded my Subaru with
pumpkin pies and turkey to bring to
the shelters downtown.
As a result, however, my role
became blurred. I was no longer an
observer but a participant.
But with the loss of objectivity, I
gained a greater understanding of
the plight of these people; their daily
struggle for food, warmth and safety.
That new vision would make for
better, more telling, documentary
work.
Now I believe that good
documentary work starts with
After a long day of moving Tent City across Seattle, Carol Hamilton shivers while
conviction, and with conviction you
waiting for her tent and clothes to be unloaded from a truck.
can't help but get involved. Here
your project often gains deeper
insight and honesty. From that
Thanksgiving night on, the project
Vern Allen
became collaboration.
sets up a
Two months passed between my
tent for a
second and third trip to Seattle. 1
new arrival
at Martin
returned on the morning of a big
Luther King
move from El Centro De La Raza to
Jr. Park.
Martin Luther King Jr. Park. I
The village
walked into a sea of unfamiliar faces
camped at
packing up the entire village. I felt
the park for
their eyes question my camera. Most
five days,
of the faces I knew — Bruce, Beth,
including
Cesar, Carol, Reggie and William —
the Martin
were gone.
Luther King
Jr. holiday.
Had all of the trust and access I
built disappeared? At that moment I
heard, "You made it back from
And I hope that, in a way, I've
at least one person who could
Montana." Raphael Brown greeted
managed
to satisfy the wish of Dan
translate the trust I had cultivated
me with an open hand, a warm
Torres, a tent city member, who told
smile and a big hug. To those
the previous trip.
me he wanted all people to live once
The result, I hope, is a deeper
watching the hug symbolized
in the desperate, hard, unselfish and
look at a unique homeless
acceptance; to me it symbolized
friendly world of Tent City #3.
community struggling in Seattle's
friendship. That hug was worth a
"Maybe," he said, "that would
thousand pictures. digital dustbowl age — an age in
bring them closer to a deeper
which people working temp jobs for
I was fortunate
understanding of what it's like to be
Nintendo and Amazon.com still
that each time I
human."
WM
returned there was can't afford a place of their own.

Jeremy Lurgio is a graduate student and a teaching assistant at the University of Montana. He has also
taught at the Sixth Street Photography Workshop in San Francisco, a photography workshop fo r lowincome and homeless people. Starting in June, he will be working for the Ravalli Republic newspaper, in
Hamilton, Mont. In the future, he hopes to do more in-depth photo-documentary work.
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Suppression of Speech

T A flT C H H U N T:
S E D IT IO N I n W
First Amendment rights were
abandoned as politicians and
journalists united to suppress
political dissent
By Clem Work

O

n Valentine’s Day, 1918.
Gov. Samuel V. Stewart
convened a special session
of the Montana legislature. But his
ardor had nothing to do with affairs
of the heart. The nation was at war
and Montana was in crisis. Farmers
needed loans to buy seed grain. A
drought the previous year had
nearly wiped them out. Moreover,
Stewart and his supporters, notably
the Anaconda Copper Mining
Company, were convinced that the
state had to crack down on people
disloyal to the war effort who were
hindering production of mainstays
of Montana’s economy. Copper was
vital for many industries and for the
transmission of electricity, and
straight-grained spruce was needed
for biplanes being rushed into war
production.
Stewart wanted to make it a
crime, punishable with up to 20
years of hard labor, to criticize the
government conduct of the war. The
sedition law would target anyone
who, during wartime, wrote or said
anything disloyal or
contemptuous about

a R T IM E

M O N TA N A

"Crush Treason at Outset”
Says Stewart to Officials
■A

_____________________

Governor Tells Montana Convention to Guard State Fron

.

(jhitbursts of Disloyalists and I. W. W.
1

H _____________________

The county* o fficials o f M ontana
r '<‘ * *
were w arned * to prepare themaelvea
-,
•• f
for “ prom pt <and
efficient action”
opal nut u npatriotic propaganda and
were praised for , the i*ttriotlc aereice

of our lumber region* and through th
mines of the state.”
- '
Governor
Stew nrt
referred (wl^1
p rid e*to Montana** w hole-hearted re
uponae to every demand made Gy th
nation and pralaed the county draf

From the front page of the Feb. 15, 1918, Missoulian
the U .S. government, its
Constitution, its soldiers or sailors,
their uniform or the American flag.
It also would punish anyone who
said anything “calculated to incite
or inflame resistance to any federal
or state authority in connection
with the prosecution of the war.”
Within scarcely a week, Stewart
would have his sedition law — the
toughest and most repressive anti
speech law ever passed by any state
in American history. And within
two months, Congress would adopt
that same law, virtually unchanged.
Critics of the war would be harshly
dealt with, the I.W.W and other
radical organizations would be
legally suppressed, and the first
victim would be Americans’
constitutional right of free
expression.

In his Valentine’s Day charge to
the legislators, Stewart laid it on
thick:
The Great War must and will
continue until our enemies are
whipped ... but it can never come while
we have men and women abroad in
the land, vipers circulating the
propaganda of the junkers.
[I]n many communities there are
people... who... give voice to
sentiments which, carried to the
German soldiers [by German spies],
will cause a certain company or unit to
make just one more stand for the
Kaiser. The free air of Montana is too
pure, too sacred, and too precious a
heritage... to be used as a medium by
the vicious, the traitorous and the
treasonable to breathe forth sentiments of
disloyalty against our cause ...

Clem Work, a former senior editor at U.S. News and World Report, heads the graduate program at the
University o f Montana School o f Journalism and teaches media law, reporting and editing. He is writing a
book about the Wobblies and the Montana origins o f free speech.
MJ R
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S u p p re s s i o n o f Speech
two other Wobbly leaders. Defended rancher, was cleared of sedition in
The law was aimed chiefly at the
late January 1918. Hall allegedly
Industrial Workers of the World, the by Clarence Darrow, the trio won
said that he would flee to avoid
acquittal
in
1907
but
the
publicity
Wobblies, whose hatred of
going to war, that Germany would
fixed
the
I.W.W.
in
the
public’s
eye
capitalism was embodied in the
whip the United States, that
as a radical, bomb-throwing group.
preamble to their constitution: “The
By 1917, the Wobblies had gained President Wilson was a Wall Street
working class and the employing
tool. Bourquin called the statements
considerable strength in the West as
class have nothing in common.” The a radical labor organization. Still,
“unspeakable slanders” but directed
I.W.W. creed appealed to thousands
an
acquittal because the evidence
they made few friends with their
of migratory workers in the West
did
not support guilt under the 1917
official opposition to U.S.
Espionage
Act.
who were victims of the cruel
involvement in the war. One I.W.W.
“
It
appears,”
he noted, “the
underside of capitalism. Many had
leaflet read: “General Sherman said,
declarations were
been lured west by promises of
made in a Montana
higher wages and
village of some 60
permanent
people, 60 miles
employment, but
from the railway
when they got to
and none of the
mining and
armies or navies
lumber camps
within hundreds of
they were soon
miles ... ”
laid off, often
because of
S e d it io n b r e e d s
HYSTERIA
collusion between
bosses and
Montana in
employment
1918
was gripped
agencies. Men
with a maniacal
were packed into
hatred not only of
dirty, unsanitary
the “ Huns” but
bunkhouses. The
also of anyone
Promised Land
perceived to
had become “a
Courtesy of the Butte-Silver Bow Public Archives support them.
kidnapper, a
Enemies included
In the early hours of Aug. 1, 1917, six masked men dragged I.W.W. labor organizer
gospeler of false
Wobblies and
Frank Little from his Butte, Mont., boarding house and lynched him from a railroad
promises, an
trestle. Little had argued that to join the army was to support capitalist oppressors.
progressive
indifferent and
farmers’
cruel stepmother,” according to
organizations
such
as the Non
'War is Hell.’ Don’t go to hell in
Partisan League, whose
Robert Bruere in Harper’s
order to give a bunch of piratical,
plutocratic parasites a bigger slice of proposed solutions to farmers’
Magazine.
distress — such as relief of unfair
heaven.”
W o b b l i e s
a s
r a d i c a l s
tax burdens and state-owned
Employing similar rhetoric,
utilities and grain elevators — ran
Wobbly organizer Frank Little came
In Montana, Wobblies worked as
contrary to the interests of the
to Butte to ride the wave of
miners, “timber beasts,” “river pigs” revulsion following the Speculator
Anaconda Mining Company. All
(who rode logs down rivers) and
German books in libraries and
Mine fire in June 1917. The disaster
“bindlestiffs” or migratory workers,
schools were banned, as was the
killed 168 men and spawned a
drifting from one miserable job to
speaking of German, including in
strike. After Little was lynched in
another.
church pulpits.
Butte on Aug. 1, U.S. attorney
The Wobblies’ in-your-face,
Hyper-patriots, encouraged by
Burton K. Wheeler was blasted in
stance antagonized everyone, even
the
Montana Council of Defense,
Montana newspapers for failing to
socialists. They achieved notoriety
began
a witch hunt. A Forsyth judge
arrest Little for his “seditious”
with the murder of former Idaho
with
a
German name, Charles
speeches.
Gov. Frank Steunenberg on Dec. 30,
Crum,
was
impeached by the same
Wheeler and federal judge George
1905 and the subsequent trial of
February
special
session on charges
Bourquin were criticized further
I.W.W. head “Big Bill” Haywood and after Ves Hall, a Rosebud County
of disloyalty and spying for
40
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Germany. The legislature convicted
him in absentia, even after he had
resigned from the bench.
Inflamed by rabid editorials in
newspapers owned or influenced by
the Anaconda Company, police
raided Wobbly headquarters in
Butte and Missoula. Daily articles
told of I.W.W. and NPL arrests and
strikes. Newspapers were
dominated by war news and
editorial exhortations about saving
food, contributing to Liberty Bonds,
patriotism and even speculation on
the physiognomy of German war
leaders.
Under editor Martin Hutchens, a

Freedom of speech
and press ...
must be abridged
if it endangers
the safety of all.
— A .L. Stone
forceful and colorful bias pervaded
the Missoulian, owned by the
Anaconda Copper Mining Company.
Popular views on free speech were
summarized in a Missoulian
editorial:
We limit speech today that it may
live free forever ...Whenever a free and
self-governing people fights for more
freedom, it must momentarily restrict
its own liberties ...We fight to end
fighting. We wage war to make an end
to war. Freedom is not a fetter
preventing struggles for new freedom.
Casting off tyranny does not render a
free people helpless against the assault
of tyranny ... We may rightfully close
the mouths of those who favor an end
of all free speech.
Yet those who “ honestly”
criticized the government’s war
effort were distinguished from those
who shot off their mouths off
“irresponsibly.” The Missoulian
published a speech by Charles

Evans Hughes, former chief justice
of the U.S. Supreme Court, who
said, “War demands fighting men,
who see straight and shoot straight.
It also demands fighting critics, who
see straight and are honest and
candid in criticism ... ”
If one looked and smelled like a
senator or a professional, one could
“shoot straight.” When Teddy
Roosevelt was lambasted on the
floor of the Senate for criticizing
U .S. war preparedness, The
Missoulian came to his defense:
“We regard Col. Roosevelt’s
criticism as based upon facts, as
revealing the highest courage
and loyalty.” If one looked and
smelled like a Wobbly, he’d be much
more likely to be convicted of
sedition.
A .L. Stone, dean and founder of
the University of Montana School of
Journalism in 1914, was hardly the
last bulwark in defense of
expression. “Freedom of speech and
press ... must be abridged if it
endangers the safety of all,” said
Stone at a public forum. As
president of the Missoula Chamber
of Commerce, Stone signed a letter
from the Chamber to Gov. Stewart,
commending him for calling the
special session to punish seditious
and disloyal utterances.
The lessons of British
enforcement of sedition laws in
colonial America and of the Alien
and Sedition Acts more than a
century earlier faded in the war
hysteria. Seditious speech was often
compared to keeping explosives
because no specific intent to cause
harm was required for damage
liability. It was enough that
circulating idle rumors or
“irresponsible” statements had the
tendency to imperil the nation by
inflaming other people, thereby
touching off a conflagration. The
state had a right to remove the
tinderbox before the spark was
struck. And there was certainly no
thought that the First Amendment
covered any state sedition law. It
would be another seven years before

MJ R.
Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

the U.S. Supreme Court, in Gitlow
vs. U .S., would rule that the First
Amendment applied to state action.
M o n t a n a

im p a c t s

n a t i o n

The day before the legislature
passed the Montana sedition law, it
enacted another law aimed at the
Wobblies, establishing the offense of
criminal syndicalism. The Wobblies
espoused the doctrine of industrial
democracy, borrowed from French
political syndicalists, which
advocated centering political power
in the workplace and seizing that
power by direct action, not through
the ballot box.
Five weeks later, the U.S. Senate
began debate on a bill that
incorporated Montana’s sedition
law virtually word for word.
Montana Sens. Henry Myers and
Thomas Walsh led the chorus of
western senators who pushed this
remedy as the only way to combat
the “rising Wobbly menace” and
thus win the war. They pointed to
incidents such as the Ves Hall case
to argue that, under existing laws, it
was almost impossible to punish the
disloyal.
Vigorous opposition by a handful
of senators to this harsh law
abridging American liberties was
overcome after news arrived that a
mob of coal miners in Collinsville,
111., had lynched a man with a
German name, one Robert Prager,
because he had allegedly disparaged
the government’s war policies. The
argument that a tougher sedition
law would blunt a wave of mob
violence against pro-German
sympathizers carried the day.
President Wilson signed the federal
sedition law on May 16, 1918.
Now Montanans had to be
doubly careful about what they said.
All public speaking without a
permit was banned. Towns across
the state fell into line. A .O . Hewitt,
mayor of Terry, wrote that he had
refused Non-Partisan League
organizer Mickey McGlynn
permission to speak in his town:
4 1
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From the front page of the April 7, 1918 Missoulian
jury convicted him after a one-day
trial. The judge sentenced the wine
peddler to 7 1/2 to 20 years at Deer
Lodge. The three-man state
Supreme Court affirmed his
conviction unanimously, holding
that the state was not stepping on
the war powers of the federal
government with its sedition law.
Criticism of the wartime food
In this poisonous atmosphere, it
regulations, however, was a
was best to keep one’s head down
common subject of the day. Two
and lip zipped. What happened to
weeks before Kahn spoke out, the
those who didn’t is a sobering
Missoulian editorialized that “The
object lesson about mass hysteria,
plan of the food administration to
when reason gives way to hatred.
win the war by the establishment of
one wheatless and one meatless day
S u p p r e s s io n t a r g e t s e t h n ic s
a week has failed” because it wasn't
being observed in private homes.
On March 6, 1918, Ben Kahn, an
Louis Effinger, a wealthy rancher
itinerant Jewish wine and brandy
of German descent in the
salesman from San Francisco, came
Rattlesnake Valley near Missoula,
down to breakfast at his hotel in
was also snared in the web of
Red Lodge. He engaged the
hyper-patriotism. When a newsboy
proprietor, T.F. Pollard, in
came by with the evening Sentinel,
conversation in the lobby. Kahn
bearing headlines that the Germans
began to complain about the war.
had captured 25,000 Allied troops
“This is nothing but a rich man’s
and 200 big guns, Effinger said, “ I
war,” he declared. The British liner
hope the Dutch (meaning the
R.M .S. Lusitania (sunk by the
Deutsche or the Germans) get every
Germans in 1915) had munitions on son-of-a-bitching one of them.” An
board, so Americans had no
offended neighboring rancher
business being on the ship. And,
punched him in the nose, and
“ Hooverism is a joke.” He was
Effinger was convicted of sedition
referring to the federal regulations
and fined $800.
on conserving foodstuffs,
Matt Johnson, a Finn living in
promulgated by an agency under
Bonner, was in a saloon in nearby
young Herbert Hoover.
Milltown when he reportedly said,
On the charge that Kahn’s
“The United States Liberty Bonds
utterances were “calculated to incite are no good. The man who buys
and inflame resistance to the
them will never get his money
federal food laws and regulations,” a
I think it is high time these speakers
were stopped spreading their
propaganda, it may not be seditious,
but it is setting up community strife
and class hatred .. .We have a more
important matter that should occupy
every mind at this time than the kind
of bunk these fellows spread.
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back.” Johnson was sentenced to
prison for 2 1/2 to 5 years. The
judge chastised him: While his
countrymen in Finland were “eating
old leather and buds of trees to keep
from starvation,” he had “abused
the privileges and benefits of this
country.”
The Missoulian was not
sympathetic:
One would think that as a mere
matter of discretion and precaution
these yellow Americans who had their
living to make, would keep their
tongues time-locked. Instead, they
open the way to utter ruin of their
businesses, the ostracism of their
families and long terms in the
penitentiary for themselves.
Most men tried for sedition went
to jail. Two of the most famous
exceptions involved Bill Dunne of
Butte, the fiery editorial writer of
the radical Butte Bulletin, and NPL
organizer McGlynn. Both men's
convictions were reversed due to
insufficient evidence, however, not
on free speech grounds.
P e a c e t im e

r e v iv e s

r e a s o n

Anywhere from 80 to 120
sedition trials took place in
Montana in 1918. After the
Armistice on Nov. 11, no one else
was ever arrested for sedition in
Montana, but the state law was not
repealed until 1947. The criminal
syndicalism law was repealed only
in 1999. Across the country, about
MJR
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2,000 persons were arrested on
sedition charges, including those of
most I.W.W. leaders, who were
convicted in “show trials” in
Chicago and Sacramento.
Eventually, several sedition cases
from other states made their way to
the U.S. Supreme Court. No man or
woman convicted of wartime
sedition ever won an appeal on free
speech grounds, but the dissents of
Louis Brandeis and Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., and the clear and
present danger test they began to
theorize, revolutionized thinking
about free speech.
The first national debate about
free speech that had started in 1917
went on for at least a decade,
culminating in Brandeis’ opinion in
Whitney vs. California in 1927. The
Red Scare of the early 1920s, the

brutal Palmer raids on suspected
political radicals, the harsh postal
regulations that allowed the
government to seize or ban
“suspect” literature, all contributed
to a national consensus that enough
was enough, that expression had
been too brutally suppressed.
Peacetime also made a vital
difference to the debate. By the late
1920s, political dissent was
recognized as legitimate for the time
being. Citizens recognized for the
first time that the First Amendment
protected every citizen from federal,
state and local actions against their
rights.
What happened in Montana, dark
as it was, led like a turbulent
mountain stream to the calmer
waters of expression Americans
now enjoy. The repression of the

I.W.W. by the great economic and
political forces arrayed against it
resulted in a national awareness of
the importance of political dissent
and of the role played by the
Wobblies. As historian Philip Foner
wrote:
Whether they agree or
disagree with its methods and
aims, all lovers of liberty
everywhere owe a debt to this
organization for its defense of
free speech....That the defense of
traditional rights to which this
government is supposed to be
dedicated should devolve upon
an organization so often
denounced as ‘unpatriotic' and
‘un-American’ is ... the
unfailing irony of history.
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judgment. ”
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As Colorful as a Homemade Quilt
Family-written obits weave a rich tapestry
o f stories for Montana newspaper readers
J

Sto ry by

J

Carol

Van

Valkenburg

ackie Marie Ward hated cats.
I didn't know Jackie, but I suspect I
would have liked her. Her passions
were pro football. Elvis Presley and
opera. Jackie Ward died Jan. 16. 2000,
in Missoula, Mont., at the age of 70.
All I know of Jackie I read in her
obituary. It cost her family $50 to tell western
Montanans about their mother. But, like
hundreds of other family members whose
relatives’ lives were recounted in the
Missoulian obituary columns in the year 2000,
they got their money’s worth.
Betty Tobin Bulger, 78, died Friday at her home, surrounded by her children, afte
a two-month battle with cancer.
It’s a relatively recent phenomenon to find
She was bom April 8, 1920, in Billings to Thomas and Cecilia Wood Tobin, wh
small newspapers charging for obituaries. In
came to Montana early in the century from Boston. She moved to Helena an*
attended high school, finishing her schooling in railroad cars after an earthquak
Montana communities it’s still news when
someone dies. But in 1990, the Missoulian and destroyed the newly built high school._____________________________________________________________
Carol Van Valkenburg filled her mother's obituary with information about
other Lee Enterprises newspapers changed
their policies and began charging for obits that the essence of her life.
ran in the news columns. When the change was
made I was dismayed. It seemed like a
cause of death would be mandatory.
mercenary move to gouge families already under stress.
In the decade since, the Missoulian has altered its
The new policy stated that notices with no more than
policy on maximum length and the first 100 words are
name and age of the deceased, a list of immediate
now
free. The price is $11 a column inch after the first
survivors and information about the funeral service
3
inches,
though any obit is free if the subject was
would still be published free of charge. But if the family
younger
than
18 or considered a “ newsmaker, editor
wanted more, they would have to shell out $30 for a
Mike
Mclnally
reports.
5-column-inch “tribute” or $75 for a 12-inch
As
a
reader,
I view the policy no longer with disdain
“memorial.” All obits would be published in the news
but with some measure of gratitude instead.
columns, indistinguishable from staff copy and with no
I’ve written a couple-hundred obits in my newspaper
label informing readers which ones had been paid for by
career.
When it came time to write the two that to me
the families. While one line on the information forms
have
been
the most important — those for my parents
for paid obits would ask for cause of death, only the
—
I
was
grateful
that I could include exactly what I
free obit form stated explicitly that information on
«
S
■
i?

Carol Van Valkenlmrg has taught at the University’ o f Montana School o f Journalism fo r 19 years,
following 10 years' work as a reporter, editorial writer and copy editor. She teaches reporting, editing and
the Native News Honors Project and is the faculty’ adviser to the Montana Kaimin, the student daily. She
spends occasional summers on the copy desk at the Philadelphia Inquirer. Carol is the author o f a book
about the interning o f Italian and Japanese civilians at Fort Missoula during World War II and is doing
further research into the lives o f Japanese men arrested immediately after Pearl Harbor and brought to
Montana and North Dakota fo r loyalty’ hearings.
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knew would mean the most to them. I didn’t mention
that my mom hated cats just as Jackie Ward did, but I
did include things about her that were more than just
bare facts. My mother never worked at a job for pay
after she was married, so her life was not defined by
what job she held. To say only that she'd been a
housewife — as a standard obit would — would tell
almost nothing about the essence of her life. Her job
was raising seven kids, so I told a bit about how they’d
turned out. I know she would have liked that.
What the Missoulian does in its obituaries is practice
community journalism in a way that matters most — let

occasionally smile when I read passages that talk to the
deceased. Frank Sweeney’s kids told about their dad’s
work ethic, his neighborly ways and many years of
haying and running cattle. Then they added: “We miss
him dearly, yet we know we will see him again through
God’s grace, comfort and final plan. And I can say to
him, ‘Yes, Dad, I’m still checking the oil in my car.’”
I also am amused when I see the helpful tips families
give to mourners. Joe Smith’s family advised those
coming to the funeral to wear casual attire because “Joe
was never a tie-and-suit kind of guy.” Jeanne Marie
Larson’s family in Hope, Idaho, added this postscript:

I know more about who these Montanans were — and what kinds of people
make up the fabric of this state — by reading what the families have to say
than I ever did from writing obits for strangers.
the readers tell their stories. And who knows a life
story better than a member of the family? You might
pay 50 or 100 bucks, but I’d argue it’s a paltry sum for
the satisfaction it affords.
I know, however, that readers don’t always share that
sense of satisfaction. Almost daily, the obit page tells about
someone who died at a young age, but neglects to include
the cause of death. Mclnally acknowledges that is a hole,
but he says the paper is on “shaky ground" to insist on a
cause of death when the family is paying for the notice. He
says the paper doesn’t have the staff to verify information,
so it allows obits to run without that information.
That’s a critical omission and one I frequently find
frustrating. Nonetheless, I’ve become an avid reader of
the obits because they serve up so many gems. I know
more about who these Montanans were — and what
kinds of people make up the fabric of this state — by
reading what the families have to say than I ever did
from writing obits for strangers.
The leads are usually straight, but religious
references infuse more than a few. While most people
die or “pass away,” others have a more descriptive exit:
Charlie Volker “entered the gates of heaven from his
home on the Clearwater River.” Others are “gathered
into her Lord’s arms,” “promoted to Heaven,” or just
“walked through the gates.” One “went to see Jesus at
St. Patrick Hospital.” John Harvey “began his journey
to the big hunt on April 2, 2000.” Ezio Cappadocia died
“after a sudden and brief crisis.” “ Sobriety and faith"
led Launce Airhart “into a new life and preceded him
into the next.” A particularly picturesque passing was
described for farmer Frank “ Bud” Daniels, who “left us
quietly and gently as he walked across that newly cut
stubble field to be with his Lord.”
I generally skim those descriptive passages, just as I
ignore the poems a few families include. But I do
MJ R

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

“Family members would like to advise those attending
of road repairs on both sides of Clark Fork, Idaho, on
Highway 200.” That’s good information.
No doubt, some obits raise questions that are left
unanswered. One family wrote about their mother:
“ She had three legitimate children,” leaving readers in
the dark about the particulars of any other offspring.
Reading the obits also provides all kinds of history
lessons. Some are small: Bonnie Henkel moved to
Missoula at age 5 and settled on the “Westside.” If you
didn’t know the idiosyncrasies of Missoula, you might
not know just where that is, because it isn’t west. “For
those of you who are unenlightened, the ‘Westside’ is a
residential area south of the railroad tracks and north of
Broadway,” her family wrote.
The history I love most describes the ancestors of the
obit subjects or gives details about the circumstances of
the deceased person’s birth or early years. The obits I
was taught to write included something like, Ruth Mary
Quast, 93, was born Sept. 24, 1906, in Platteville, Wis.,
and moved with her family to Stevensville at age 6. But
Ruth’s family told a better tale:
“ Ruth Mary Bailey Quast was born on Sept. 24,
1906, in Platteville, Wis., to Winfield Scott and Elsie
Adele McBride Bailey.
“The family moved by train to Stevensville in 1912.
Ruth’s most vivid memory was the first night the family
spent in a Stevensville hotel. In the middle of the night,
Ruth’s mother woke Ruth, her brother Homer and their
father because she had seen a bedbug in the hotel room.
The family got dressed and spent the rest of the night
sitting in the hotel lobby.”
Clarence “ Snook” Hamm, 82, was born 21 miles up
Rock Creek in a log cabin, delivered by a doctor who
rode over the mountains to the homestead. Dorothy
Mac “ Dot” Pearce was born the same year as Clarence,
45
47

Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 30, Art. 1

O b itu a ry Policy
but took her first breath in the Bitterroot Mountains “as
her parents Elmer and Mac Greenup were attempting to
make the long journey to the hospital/'
George Putzker was born in December 1917 at Chico
Hot Springs “after his father had driven a team and
wagon from their homestead on Spring Creek, across
the frozen river to get the doctor at Chico.” His mother
never regained her health. “George was raised by caring
families in the area until he could return to the
homestead. His first language was Slovenian."
Gladys Pearl Wardsworth Porch, 97, was born in
Oklahoma Territory. Her family came to St. Regis by
covered wagon, with several intermediate stops.
“Gladys was home taught and stopped at schools along
the way to pass the exams and to purchase text books
for the next grade.”
Agnes Cooper, 92, lived all her life south of Darby,
except for the two years she went off to college in
Cheney, Wash. “ She attended with her two sisters. They
rode the train, carrying food for the school quarter in
flour sacks from the family farm.”
While training student writers, 1 try to make them
see that the story is in the details. Agnes Cooper's
family knew that.
Sometimes those details are best conveyed in
understatement. Charles Robert Reiman and his wife were
enthusiastic gardeners. “They found much satisfaction in
raising a crop of Colorado blue spruce trees, and their
garden and asparagus patch have been noticed.”
Work helps define many of the obit subjects, but
hobbies do as well.
Frank Alpheus Aldrich, 77, was said by his family
to be an excellent mechanic. “ He never ran into an
engine he could not figure out how to repair, with the
exception of the ‘dang-fangled computer chip
whatchamacallit things’ in the new model
automobiles.” Larry Bardwell Jr. may have had the
same emotions. “ He is survived by a multitude of old
automobiles and many, many car parts.” Alma Anne
Adams, 84, had car trouble of another kind. “ She will
also be remembered for her notorious driving abilities
both on the golf course and behind the wheel.”
Machinery also was integral to Stanley Johnson
Cavill’s life. Cavill died days short of age 96, but almost
lost his life 70 years earlier. He’d learned to fly in Miles
City in 1927 and the next year joined two partners in
forming HCH Airways. On a flight from Belt to
Harlowton in the open cockpit of a Waco 10 biplane
“the needle valve on the carburetor stuck and the
engine started missing. Stan crawled out onto the wing,
and, holding on with one hand, reached into the engine
compartment to free the stuck needle valve. The
carburetor spewed gasoline on his sleeve and the engine
compartment. The hot exhaust ignited the gasoline,
setting his sleeve and the engine on fire.” The co-pilot
landed the plane in a field; Cavill doused his burning
46
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coat in the snow and rushed to help put out the engine
fire. “They repaired the plane and continued their flight
to Harlowton.” After retirement, he flew every year on
his birthday until age 90.
Calvin “ Pete” Hicks, 75, was born and reared in the
Dearborn Valley. Just getting to school was a daily
adventure for him. “ In order to get to high school in
Helena, he would ride his pinto horse to Wolf Creek
and catch a ride, hitchhike or hop a freight train going
to Helena. After he got to Wolf Creek, on his way back
to high school in Helena, he would tie the reins up on
the horse and the horse would go home and wait at the
gate for Cal’s father to come and get him.”
Unusual traits often offer wonderful insights into a
person’s life.
Oma Lee Tarter, 89, of Superior, was “always
exquisitely dressed in hats, gloves and jewelry.” She
enjoyed bingo, cribbage and pinochle. “ Friends said that
Oma knew every card played and if you dared to outbid

By Oona Palmer
The Missoulian, with its paid-obituary policy, has allowed
families to give a personal account of their loved ones' lives.
Van Valkenburg says her obituary would include her love for
fishing, her family and her work with the Montana Kaimin.

_______________________________________ _________ MJ R
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her, her favorite saying was, ‘you old poop/ ” She also
crocheted dolls. “ She drove a station wagon with a sign
in the back with her phone number. If you liked her
dolls and wanted to buy one, you could call her.”
Katherine Lorraine Pepin Lobery, 75, was a sweet
woman who spent countless hours finding homes for
stray animals. She loved her husband. Mel, and with
him “enjoyed growing old together, working in the yard,

dachshunds.” (He had a strict side apparently, because we
also learned that “he required that his children be able to
drive a stick shift and change a tire before allowing them
to get a driver’s license.”)
In the course of a year, several people were said to be
cat lovers, but the name of not a single family cat was
mentioned. However. Doris H. McMillan led “a pro-cat
conspiracy at her first retirement home at Sage Tower,

Even when the obits don’t make me chuckle,
they make me appreciate who Montanans were and are.
feeding the birds, raising a garden and keeping in
touch” with her family and friends. “ She had a heart of
gold and continually helped people in their time of
need. She was an avid fan of the Green Bay Packers
and her family would often ask her to watch the game
in a different room if they were losing.”
Mildred Jane Behling Odder could also get her ire
up. Her family called her a “defender of many” and, as
evidence, recalled how in fifth grade she wielded her
lunch box to protect her younger brother Lloyd from a
school bully.
Unusual pets get frequent mention. Mort Lytle “had a
hobby of raising Brahma bulls for pets, but eventually let
them buck because of their disposition. His one special
pet ‘Felix’ was well known throughout the area.” Nearly
every pet included in the obits is a dog. Frank Kolendich,
82, loved his dog so much that his family noted that
friends would say, “If I ever come back to this earth. I
hope it’s as Frank’s dog.” James C. Foot’s animals weren’t
mentioned by name, but his family said he loved animals,
“including some really ugly barn cats and dim-witted

Billings, Mont., a rebellion that resulted in a suspension
of its no-cat policy.”
Even when the obits don’t make me chuckle, they
make me appreciate who Montanans were and are. I
know, for example, that many, many families lived
through terrible tragedies. That parents often died in
early adulthood, leaving children orphaned. That
siblings were lost to flu epidemics and other diseases
that today aren’t often fatal. I realized that the Civilian
Conservation Corps kept a remarkable number of
Montanans employed during the Depression. Not a few
men distinguished themselves in battle, and scores
more preferred to remember the people and the places
instead of the engagements. I also found that many
Montanans have had brushes with celebrities and some
were themselves celebrated. And I read stories of how
husbands and wives first met.
I also read that Herb Woolsey, 74, “always told the
story just right.”
So, also, do many Montana families.

The more things change...

Joel Lundstad

Julie Klesh

Fred Pfeiffer Melissa Drysdale

Brian Crosby

...the more they stay the same.
Central Montana’s #1 Newscast for the past 12 years!
Check out our website at: www.krtv.com
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SHIELD LAW SHOWDOWN
The city o f Missoula
challenges Montana s
media shield law
by its subpoena
o f a journalism student s
video footage
By Erik Olson

By Lisa Hornstein

The bars had just closed, and about 100 Hells
inda Tracy was hanging out at a friend’s
Angels
were revving engines and parading their bikes
barbecue party late one Friday night in the
through
the streets. Hundreds of people crowded
summer of 2000 when she noticed helicopters
around
the
Angels for a closer look, while the police
flying without lights over downtown Missoula, Mont.
formed
a
barrier
to give the bikers room to ride out.
Not the usual sight in this small college town, hut
Some onlookers were curious to see whether the
tensions were high. It was late July, and the Hells
week’s tension might boil over into chaos; others came
Angels motorcycle gang had picked Missoula for its
to protest what they saw as police harassment of the
annual week of relaxation and downtown carousing.
bikers. As the Angels roared out of town, protesters
The Missoula Police Department had beefed up
cursed at the officers who tried to keep them from the
security for the Angels’ visit, bringing in extra officers
street. At least six protesters were arrested early that
from as far away as Utah and California. The town had
Saturday morning — all of them local residents.
maintained a tense peace, so far.
All the while Tracy had her camera running, though
Tracy, a 32-year-old University of Montana senior,
not everyone was thrilled to be on tape.
expected to graduate the following May with a
“The police put their hands on my camera and were
broadcast journalism degree. Additionally, as the owner
tweaking the camera lens so it would be out of focus,’
of a one-woman video production business — Turtle
Tracy said. “They were just obnoxious because I had
Majik Productions — Tracy realized that what might
the camera there.”
happen in Missoula could be an opportunity for a
After the Hells Angels left downtown, the police
scoop. When the helicopters flew overhead, she knew a
retreated, and as they suspected, the crowd broke up.
story was
But anger toward police remained.
brewing. She grabbed her video
The next evening, Missoula’s uneasy peace tinally
camera and headed downtown.

L

Erik Olson is a recent graduate o f the Univer■ sitv o f Montana, where he studied print journalism and
English. He covered the Linda Tracy case as a staff reporter for the Montana Kaimin. His newspaper
experience also includes internships as a copy editor for the Missoula Independent and the Arizona Daily
Star in Tucson.
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shattered. At 8 p.m., 140 people met in front of the
police station to protest what they claimed was police
brutality, and Tracy was there to capture it on film.
Flyers encouraging the gathering were plastered all over
town, and protesters shouted their displeasure to police
Sgt. Gregg Willoughby as he stood outside the station.
Some of them, holding picket signs and chanting
slogans against the police, began to march along
Higgins Avenue through downtown Missoula, until they
were met by 30 police vehicles. Police officers, who had
responded when the crowd began blocking traffic,
tackled and handcuffed demonstrators as other
marchers and onlookers watched in horror. One burly
officer ripped a sign away from a small woman and
angrily beat it against the pavement, scattering
protesters. At least 47 people were arrested.
The worst was yet to come.
After the bars closed at 2 a.m. Sunday, a drunken
and angry crowd gathered downtown. Again, the police
backed off, hoping the crowd would disperse. It didn't,
and the police returned after a woman fell off a truck
moving through the crowd. Their intent, they said, was
to protect the ambulance personnel.
Police officers donned gas masks and armed
themselves with pepper spray, clubs and riot shields.
As they formed a line and advanced on the crowd, one
onlooker held his hands in front of him, offering to be
handcuffed. He got his wish, but not before the police
blasted pepper spray into his face. Police ordered a local
television station cameraman to stop filming, and when
he refused, an officer tackled him and forced him to
give up his camera. Sixteen more people were arrested
during the melee, bringing the total to at least 70 for
the weekend — none of whom were Hells Angels.
Tracy videotaped about five hours of footage from
the three incidents. She loaned some of Friday night’s
footage to Missoula television station KPAX, which
aired portions the following evening. Eventually, she
edited the footage into a 20-minute documentary titled
“Missoula, Montana,” and submitted it to fulfill
internship requirements for the School of Journalism.
Tracy also made copies available at a local video store
and even allowed Missoula Community Access
Television to broadcast the video.
However, Tracy wasn’t the only one studying video
footage. Missoula Mayor Mike Kadas appointed an ad
hoc citizen committee to collect as much information as
it could about the weekend. And for 11 weeks, two
Missoula police detectives combed available footage
looking for evidence of misdemeanors. They found only
enough to charge one person.
Tracy read in the local newspapers that police had
been scrutinizing videos, and she wondered if they
might want to see her own.
On Wednesday, Oct. 11 at 7 a.m., Tracy was wakened
at her home by two police officers who served her a
MJ R _____________________________ __________________

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

subpoena and demanded that she give her unedited
video footage to the Missoula Police Department.
T h e l e g a l m a n e u v e r in g

Tracy was not easily intimidated. She refused to hand
over the tapes and instead hired Rick Sherwood, an
attorney from Helena who had done work with
Montana’s Freedom of Information hotline, to defend
her. Sherwood immediately filed a motion to quash the
subpoena, arguing that Tracy deserved protection under
the Montana Media Confidentiality Act. The act is a
shield law that protects “any person connected with or
employed” in the gathering of news or its dissemination
from being compelled to reveal his or her notes or
unedited film.
But the shield law lacks a definition for a journalist.
In the absence of one, the city pursued the subpoena.
Deputy City Attorney Gary Henricks argued that while
the shield law protects journalists, Tracy did not qualify
because she neither had a journalism degree nor was
affiliated with any journalistic organization when she
shot the footage.
By making that claim, Henricks challenged the reach
of Montana’s shield law.
Nationwide, shield laws have faced similar
challenges. Although 30 states and the District of
Columbia have some form of the law, journalists
continue to face subpoenas for work they haven’t
revealed to the public. In June 2000, a reporter for the
San Diego Union-Tribune gave in to a judge’s order to
turn over unpublished material from a jailhouse
interview with an accused killer. In that interview, the
killer recanted a confession he had previously made to
authorities. His lawyers insisted their client could not
get a fair trial without access to those notes.
The subpoena was upheld in both an appellate court
and the California Supreme Court, leaving the UnionTribune with almost no legal options. In contempt of
court, the reporter, J. Harry Jones, faced imprisonment
for the duration of the trial — which could have taken
more than a year — so he chose to give up a transcript
of the notes.
Twenty years earlier, California had passed a shield
jaw — one of the strongest in the country — that faced
several challenges. The state Supreme Court eventually
narrowed the law to provide an exception for criminal
defendants needing unpublished material for their
defenses. It was that fine-tuning of the law that forced
Jones’ hand.
Montana’s shield law has seen few tests. The most
recent case was in 1986, when Donald Schwennesen, a
reporter for the Missoulian — Missoula’s daily
newspaper — was called to testify in a case involving
theft charges against the Flathead County sheriff. When
asked to produce the notes for a story he had written,
___________________________________ 4 9
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that Tracy was not a journalist. He argued that Turtle
Schwennesen refused, citing protection under the
Majik Productions, though registered with the state as a
shield law. The reporter’s stance was upheld in both
“multi-media, audio, video and
district and appellate court but
web
design” company, made no
was reversed by the Montana
mention
of investigative
Supreme Court. Because
journalism
in its registration.
Schwennesen voluntarily went to
Henricks
also argued that the
the witness stand, the court
content
of
the
documentary was
decided that he had waived his
biased.
He
said
“ Missoula,
privilege under the shield law.
Montana”
portrayed
police
However, Henricks’ contention
officers in a bad light because
that freelance journalists do not
much of the film showed the
deserve protection had never
roughest of police behavior with
been argued in a Montana court.
little evidence of protesters’
His allegation, especially the
provocation.
implication that journalism
“ Review of the videotape by
students are not journalists, drew
the
court will indicate the
immediate criticism from experts
plaintiff
was not conducting the
in the field.
editing of the videotape in
Bill Knowles, chair of the
accordance with accepted
University of Montana’s School
journalistic standards concerning
of Journalism radio-television
bias,” Henricks wrote in a
department, lent moral support to
motion to the court.
Tracy when he lauded her as a
Sherwood contended that
talented student. Knowles said
Tracy
deserved protection under
that in his 22 years as a broadcast
the
shield
law. Not only did she
journalist, he had never given up
own
Turtle
Majik Productions, he
non-televised footage and
argued, but she also produced
concluded that Tracy should not
and distributed “Missoula,
have to do so.
Montana” through Cold
“We’re not going to do the
Mountain, Cold Rivers - a
police’s work for them. If the city
nonprofit organization that
had any class, they’d drop the
produces documentaries. Using
subpoena,” he told the Montana
the
documentary for a project as
Kaimin, the University of
a
journalism
student also
Montana student newspaper.
qualified
her
as a journalist, he
Two professional journalism
argued.
Sherwood
also noted the
associations leapt to Tracy’s
various accusations the city was
defense with financial support.
piling on Tracy, and, in a brief to
The Montana chapter of the
the court, wrote that Henricks
Society of Professional Journalists
was conducting a “fishing
contributed $1,000 to Tracy’s
expedition” to find any charge
legal expenses, and the Montana
that would stick.
Newspaper Association added
“ Not being content with its
$500 to the defense fund. Their
argument
that journalists must
contributions were two of many
possess
diplomas
and press
that helped defray Tracy’s legal
passes,
or
otherwise
be licensed
costs.
and approved by the
“ SPJ does not define what a
government,” Sherwood wrote,
journalist is,” said Ian Marquand,
“the city now breaches the most
chair of the society’s Freedom of
crucial barrier between a free
Information committee and
Courtesy o f Cold Mountain, Cold Rivers press and the government, in its
special projects coordinator for
assertion that the protection of a
KPAX-TV. “We believe that once
journalist’s work must be dependent upon its content.
you start defining what would be a journalist, you run
“ It is a very small step from that position to Big
into problems.”
Brother
deciding what opinions are 'unjust' and
Despite Marquand’s warning, Henricks maintained
50
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Sherwood called as expert witnesses Knowles and
deserving of punishment.'’
Jerry Brown, dean of the University of Montana School
While the two lawyers filed legal briefs back and
of Journalism. Each gave a definition of a journalist and
forth, Tracy’s life was chaotic. Sherwood worked out of
urged the court not to force journalism into a tight box.
Helena, so Tracy had to drive two hours each way for
“Journalism embraces a variety of actions and
meetings with him. Falling behind in her classes, she
publications, from objective news coverage to editorial
begged for extensions from her professors. Many people,
including journalism school professors, wanted to talk to writing. It's kind of a global encompassing term,”
Brown said.
her about the case or ask her to speak to their classes.
Knowles put it more simply: “Journalism is the
With her business and school responsibilities, Tracy, the
gathering and dissemination of news to the public.”
single mother of a 9-year-old girl, had to weigh her
While Harkin accepted that a journalist is broadly
commitments as a journalist against her private life.
defined, he wanted to know where the theoretical line
The scariest part, Tracy said, was concern about the
would be drawn between a journalist and an average
unknown possibilities, such as coming face to face with
citizen. He offered a
jail.
scenario in which a father
Although Sherwood and
Montana Media Confidentiality Act
was
filming his son’s Easter
other legal experts assured
parade and a cameraman
her the possibility was a
26-1-902. Extent of privilege. (1) Without his or its
was doing the same thing
long way down the road, it
for a television news
consent, no person, including any newspaper, magazine
was always on her mind.
press
assocation, news agency, news service, radio
broadcast. He asked
Even so, Tracy decided to
station, television station, or comm unity antenna
Knowles to explain why one
hold the footage if the
television service or any person connected with or
was
a journalist and the
subpoena was upheld in
employed by any of these for the purpose of
other
was not.
court.
gathering, writing, editing, or disseminating news may be
Knowles
answered that
In late December,
examined as to or may be required to disclose any
while
the
father
did not
Missoula District Judge
information obtained or prepared or the source of that
intend
to
practice
Douglas Harkin called for a
information in any legal proceeding if the information was
journalism, he could record
gathered, received, or processed in the course of his
hearing to gather evidence
a newsworthy event such as
employment or business.
from both sides to
a murder and become a
determine whether Tracy
journalist, if only for an
was a journalist deserving of
instant. He cited the famous footage of John F.
protection under the Montana shield law.
Kennedy’s assassination filmed by Abraham Zapruder,
“If she is such a person, then the court's inquiry
and
asserted that Zapruder fit the definition of a
ends,” Harkin wrote. “And a First Amendment analysis
journalist
while he shot the film even if he didn’t intend
is not necessary, as she would be afforded an absolute
to
record
news.
privilege from disclosure of sources and information
Sherwood tried to show the “Missoula, Montana”
under law.”
video
as evidence, hoping to give the court a better idea
Harkin ordered a hearing date of March 7, 2001.
of the work Tracy had produced, but Harkin denied the
motion.
T h e h e a r in g
“ I don’t think it’s the court’s role to say, ‘Is it art? Is
Seven months after Tracy shot the contentious video, it journalism?” ’ Harkin said.
Sherwood called four witnesses; Henricks, none.
the court was finally ready to decide if her work during
The
judge seemed to accept the journalism experts’
that wild July weekend was journalism. The 9 a.m.
assertions
that Tracy did the work of a journalist while
hearing on the top floor of the Missoula County
filming
the
clashes, and no one could confirm that she
Courthouse was held at a time when most college
was
not
affiliated
with any media outlets when she first
students were in bed or in class. However, a number ol
grabbed
her
camera.
The judge’s decision hinged on
students and journalism faculty made the trip to the
how
he
would
define
“connected with,” as stated in the
courthouse to support Tracy and observe the
Media
Confidentiality
Act.
proceedings. Several members of the student chapter of
After
three
hours
of
testimony, Harkin banged his
the National Association of Press Photographers were
gavel
and
adjourned
the
court without giving any
there. One UM professor brought her public affairs
indication
as
to
when
he
would reach a verdict.
reporting class. Journalists from the two local television
stations, the public radio station, the two local
T h e d e c isio n
newspapers and the Montana Kaimin were on hand,
preparing to film, record and transcribe a hearing that
Before the date of the hearing had even been set,
could help or hinder how they do their jobs.
MJ R __________________________ _____________________-
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whispers of a drawn-out court battle were heard.
Henricks himself even hinted, in a Missoulian article
printed the day of the hearing, that the case could reach
the Supreme Court.
Instead, Harkin took only two days to throw out the
city’s subpoena and declare Tracy a protected journalist
under Montana’s shield law.
“ Persons seeking the protection afforded by the
Montana shield law are not required to prove that their
work product meets any sort of content test, such as
‘fair’ or ‘balanced,’ in order to receive protection for
their product and sources,” Harkin wrote in his
decision.
The shield law that originated in 1943 as the
Reporters’ Confidentiality Act has become broader since
its inception, and Harkin refused to practice “judicial
activism” by considering whether Tracy had practiced
responsible journalism. He determined that she fit the
definition of a journalist as stated in the shield law
because she was connected with Cold Mountain, Cold
Rivers and KPAX, and because of her previous work as
an independent editor and intern with CNN and
Missoula television station KECI.

“It is a newspaper’s duty
to print the news and raise
hell.”
Chicago Tribune - 1861

“ Right away, I felt fabulous and vindicated,” Tracy
said. “ I’m really glad it came out the way it did.”
However, Tracy hasn’t put away “Missoula,
Montana” for good. She hopes to improve upon the
video, making it longer and adding narration from
interviews and comments from the citizens review
committee.
And despite Henricks’ earlier allusion that an appeal
could come from the case, he said he agreed with the
judge’s decision, and the case ended there.
As for Linda Tracy, her future looks bright now that
jail is out of the question. At the School of Journalism’s
annual awards banquet in April, Tracy was named
outstanding senior student by the broadcast faculty.
When her name was called, the entire room full of
students, faculty and alumni stood and cheered wildly
— a group of journalists saluting one of its own for
standing up for the profession.
h h
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A Newsman's Tandem Adventures
Why communication helps avoid bumps in the road and in print
By John Kafentzis

L

ast spring, after 25 years of campaigning, I
convinced my wife that a tandem bicycle would
be a great form of exercise that we could enjoy
together. The concept of communication never came
up. But from the first time we pushed off the curb it
was evident that communication and smooth tandem
riding go hand in hand.
We must have looked like clowns from the circus as
we wiggled and wobbled and struggled to keep our
balance at the start of our first ride. It was immediately
clear that without teamwork we would crash. We
started to talk. And the more we talked to each other
the easier it was to control the bike.
In some ways riding a tandem and working in a
newsroom are similar. Lack of communication on a
tandem means a bumpy, jerky ride. Tension between
riders mounts as they try to force the bike to go in
separate directions. Feelings get hurt because even
though they share a goal, their efforts are at cross
purposes with each other.
On a tandem, the jobs are clearly defined. The
captain rides on the front and controls the steering,
shifting and braking. While the captain is ultimately
responsible for getting the tandem to its destination
safely, the stoker provides the power.
The newsroom isn’t much different, and
communication is just as important. Newsroom leaders
control the direction and pace. Newsroom staff
members, like stokers, provide the wherewithal to
power the news organization. Captains and stokers
have complementary jobs. Trouble occurs when one
fails to respect the value of the other’s contribution.
The advantage of sitting in the stoker position is that
the captain’s body provides protection from the wind,
rain and bugs. However, stokers depend on the captain
to keep them informed about what’s
up the road. Stokers can see side to
side well enough, but when they look
in front of them all they see is the

Courtesy of The Spokesman-Review

John and his wife, Teresa, out on the open road.

captain’s backside. If there’s a bump ahead, a good
captain warns the stoker to brace for it. Failure to do so
can leave the stoker with a sore bottom and a sour
disposition.
In newsrooms as well, the leaders often shield the
rest of the staff from the disagreeable realities of irate
subscribers or complaints from other departments. A
good editor will absorb the wrath of an advertiser who
is incensed because a reporter wrote a story about a
lawsuit against his company.
At the same time, the leader must keep the staff
informed of what’s ahead, whether it’s business as
usual or a substantial budget cut. Staff members blind
sided by a cutback will be twice as sore when they
discover newsroom leaders knew about it earlier and
didn’t share the information.
In tandem riding and in newsrooms good intentions
are no substitute for good communication. On our first
ride my wife and I came across a cyclist with a flat tire
sitting at the side of the road. Without hesitating, I
braked to help. But I neglected to tell my wife what I
was about to do. We wobbled momentarily, then fell

John Kafentzis designs pages and writes editorials for The Spokesman-Review, and is an adjunct instructor
at Eastern Washington University. He has also been a reporter, copy editor, copy desk chief and news
editor. He has been riding a bicycle since he was 5, enjoys touring and occasionally races. He owns three
single bikes and half o f a tandem.
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over with her still clipped securely in her pedals. She
landed knee-first on the curb.
So much for the good Samaritan.
My wife was bruised. And the bicyclist with the flat
was wishing the helpful tandem team had never
stopped.
Egos in the newsroom can be bruised in the same
way. A well-meaning editor who reworks the lead of a
story without consulting the reporter can inadvertently
change the emphasis of the article. Angry finger
pointing by the editor, the reporter and the source of

closer to the city desk. It wasn’t a particularly flawed
plan, but I had neglected to enlist the rest of the desk in
its formulation. Since the desk felt no ownership in the
reorganization, problems that arose became my
problems. The copy desk editors tried to continue doing
their jobs the old way. The plan eventually worked out
when we made modifications to address some of their
concerns. But I worked much harder for its success
than if I’d enlisted the support of the rest of the desk
early on to lighten the load.
Communication must work both ways on a tandem

Communication must work both ways on a tandem and in the newsroom.
If a copy editor is buried in work it’s important to ask for help
well ahead of deadline.
the story usually follows.
The beauty of a tandem is its efficiency. On flats and
down hills it’s simple to outpace most riders on a single
bicycle. The tandem allows you to move efficiently
along on long, straight stretches, making it easy for a
captain to ignore the protestations of a stoker who
would like to ride a different route. But for all the
control a captain has over the direction of travel, it’s a
big mistake to disregard the stoker’s concerns.
The captain is at the mercy of a disgruntled stoker
who can make unpleasant faces at the captain’s back
and just go through the pedaling motions. It’s hardly
noticeable —until it’s time to climb a hill. As with most
hard jobs, teamwork is the key to conquering hills. The
stoker is vital. Without the stoker’s cooperation, the
captain is saddled with twice as much work, dragging
the tandem, himself and the stoker up the hill.
The same lesson applies to newsroom managers. As
a news editor, I once reorganized the copy desk to
better reflect our work in the computer age. At the time
it didn't seem like such a big deal. The new
arrangement included some new job titles and duties
for copy editors as well as reorganizing the seating
chart to get editors who routinely dealt with local copy

Ap Associated Press
John W. Kuglin
Montana - Chief of Bureau
P.O. Box 5810
Helena, Montana 59604
(406) 442-7440
800-221-0094
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and in the newsroom. If the pace is too strenuous for
the stoker, the captain needs to know before the stoker
is exhausted and can’t continue. If a copy editor is
buried in work it’s important to ask for help well ahead
of deadline.
Communication is also crucial to a pleasant ride
even after the tandem team has agreed on a destination.
From the time the tandem riders get under way, the
stoker and captain must be in sync. An unplanned turn
by the captain could cause a crash as the stoker, who
senses the bike is tipping over, tries to correct sending
the bike out of control.
Shift to an easier gear while an unwitting stoker is
bearing down on the pedals and you’ll send a painful
jolt to her knees.
Likewise, in a newsroom it’s important that everyone
knows which way to go and how to get there every step
of the way.
Whether a big five-story investigative series suddenly
grows to eight, or a daily news story photo falls through
because the subject gets cold feet, changes in direction
and shifting gears are everyday occurrences in the
newsroom. But strained relations and unnecessary work
can be minimized with good communication.

P.O. Box 1139
Great Falls, MT 59403
(406) 453-4377
Toll free: 1-800-854-7720
After hours: (406) 453-4370
Fax: (406) 453-3226
www.kfbb.com
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“ The program has met all o f
my expectations. I'm learning
on the jo b from experienced
and proud journalists. The
Hearst Fellow ship has been
excellent-and will do wonders
fo r me professionally and
hopefully personally as well.

”

D a v id E g g e rt,
Northw estern U n iversity

EXPERIENCE.
You can’t buy it. You can’t
fake it. You can’ t rush it.
Hearst Fellowships aim to recruit, train and
retain future high achievers in reporting,editing,
photojournalism, design and graphics. Fellows
spend three eight-month rotations at Hearst
Newspapers or at Hearst’ s Washington Bureau.
They get formal training, mentoring and work
experience alongside some of the best people in

“As a combination beat and
general assignment reporter at
the Albany Times Union I ’ve

the news business. If you know someone who is

had the opportunity to cover
everything from fatal car
crashes to annual budgets fo r

a college graduate or has compelling experience
in journalism, visit the Hearst website—

the towns on my beat. I ’ve been
given the right tools-g ood
editors, a support system, a

www.hearstcorp.com—or write: Journalism

good newspaper-and the
opportunity to use them to the
fullest. ”

Fellowship Program, Hearst Newspapers,

R om a K h an na,
Northw estern U n iversity

713-220-6940.

801 Texas Ave., Houston, T X 77002, or call

“ The chance to work at several
newspapers with people o f
many backgrounds really
appeals to me. Participating in
this program is just as exciting
as I ’d hoped. M y experience so
fa r has allowed me to learn a
great deal while having a lot
o f fun. I would encourage
anyone thinking about a
journalism career to consider
a Hearst Fellowship. ”

K elli Parker.
U n iversity o f G e o rg ia

HEARST: WHERE JOURNALISM OF DISTINCTION
IS AN EVERYDAY STORY
MJ R
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Journalists
and Fire

T

he wildfires of
2000 rank
among the most
destructive in

United States history.
Hundreds of journalists
spent the summer months
covering blazes that
burned across six million
acres of the West, from Los
Alamos, N .M . to Hamilton,
Mont. Now, as another fire
season draws near, three
writers consider the
summer of 2000 and
analyze what can happen
when journalists meet fire.
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Michael Gallacher / Missoulian
A niember of the Del Rosa hotshots hoses down brush on the Landowner Mountain Fire west of Superior, Mont.

57

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

59

'
Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 30, Art. 1

C overing W ild fire s
i

A Reader From New Zealand Writes . . .
Thanks to the

By

Sherry

Internet,even a Montana daily newspaper can serve the world

Devlin

// A

re people at risk? Yes,
absolutely.”
j l j L Dan Bailey, the normally
unflappable fire management officer
for the Lolo National Forest, was
standing in the parking lot outside
his Missoula “war room,” watching
an immense column of smoke boil
above a mountainside 30 miles to the
east.
He was worried, and wanted me
to see — and understand — why.
An hour earlier, a logger working
near Beavertail Hill had accidentally
ignited a patch of roadside grass.
The resulting wildfire ran from 25
acres to 2,000 acres within minutes,
despite a no-holds-barred response
from a strike team of firefighters,
engines, bulldozers, helicopters and a
slurry bomber.
Bailey’s resulting warning,
published in the Missoulian the next
morning, yanked everyone in western
Montana to
attention.
Remember 1988?

Bailey asked. This is worse. This is
hotter, drier and more dangerous.
This is like nothing we’ve seen
before.
In the month and a half that
followed, Bailey’s words proved
prophetic, as nearly a million acres
of forest and rangeland burned in
Montana, a third of it in the
Bitterroot Valley south of Missoula.
Fires burned through the night,
blasting over ridge tops when they
should have dropped to the ground.
Each new weather system delivered
more lightning and fire. Each new
fire outran firefighters.
When — on Aug. 6, 2000 —
unstable air tumbled over the
southern Bitterroot Mountains and
onto three-dozen wildfires, it was as
if someone opened the damper on a
45,000-acre wood stove. Little fires
became big fires, and big fires
merged into the largest single
wildfire burning at that time in the
United States. “ 1 don’t think we’ll
come through the events of today

By Kurt Wilson / Missoulian
A Sikorsky Sky Crane flies over a fire
caused by lightning at Alder Creek near
Missoula.

Sherry Devlin covers natural resources and the environment for the Missoulian, and teaches public affairs
reporting at the University o f Montana School o f Journalism. She won the 2000 Scripps Howard
Foundation National Journalism Award fo r Environmental Reporting fo r her series o f stories, “ The Big
Burn o f 1910.”
58

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss30/1

MJ R

60

School of Journalism: Montana Journalism Review, 2001

without losing homes,” said Steve Frye, the incident
commander for the largest complex of Bitterroot fires.
By day’s end, 61 homes were gone.
The Missoulian, a 30.000-circulation daily that
claims western Montana as its territory, went to work
telling the story. Every reporter and photographer was
pulled off his or her usual routine and assigned to the
fire beat, giving the newspaper nine reporters and three
photographers to cover 40.000 square miles. We did so
from the first week of August until the middle of

C overing W ild fire s

in hundreds and hundreds of e-mails. They returned to
the Missoulian’s Web site each morning, readers said in
their e-messages, because they wanted thorough local
coverage — the kind they would not get from national
or international news sources.
They wanted good old-fashioned, seat-of-the-pants
journalism. Day after day, Missoulian readers old and
new, local and global, endorsed the most basic precepts
of our craft: Get out of the office. Talk with real people.
Tell their stories. Then go back out and do it all again.
And while you’re at it, could you check on my
friends and kinfolk?
“Thank you for the story on the Superior fire,
which is of great concern to me as / have a sister of
my step-aunt who just suffered a stroke and is in the
hospital in Superior. I didn’t realize how close the
fire came to town, and as I read the news this a.m., I
realized that it was really close.”
— Cheryl Nordgulen, Olympia, Wash.

By Kurt Wilson / Missoulian

“Hi there. My name is Rob Young and I live in
Twizel South Canterbury South Island, New
Zealand. I work for the Department of Conservation.

Staffers at the Missoula fire information center look at fire maps
to answer callers' questions.

September, when a series of rain showers achieved
what 12,000 firefighters could not and the fires of 2000
finally subsided.
In the fire season’s 45-day run, the Missoulian newsroom
produced 340 local fire stories, 169 photographs and 20
full-page maps. We went everywhere: To the median on
Interstate 90 west of Missoula as the Ryan Gulch fire
jumped the highway and bumper-to-bumper, end-of-theweekend traffic. To church with Darby residents who
had lost their homes in the week preceding. To the
haircut tent in the sprawling Ninemile fire camp. To a
USO show in a cow pasture outside Salmon. Idaho. To
Pinesdale as a firestorm threatened to take the town. To
Dickson Creek, where residents angrily blamed firelighters
for the fire — a backburn, they believed — that destroyed
their homes.
In doing so, we found an unlimited appetite for our
stories. For most of our careers, we had written about
western Montana for western Montanans. During the
summer of 2000, we discovered that modern technology
had given the Missoulian a global readership. Online,
missoulian.com attracted more than 1.4 million hits in
August alone. A montanafires.com Web site quickly
launched by Lee Enterprises, which owns the Missoulian
and four other Montana dailies, posted stories from all ol
the papers with similar success.
The Missoulian had many thousands of new readers
worldwide, and all related to us as if we were their
“local” newspaper. We knew because they told us so —
Mj R
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By Tom Bauer / Missoulian
Levi Brubaker waters the roof of his uncle's house near
Pinesdale as the Blodgett fire approaches.
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/ have one of my staff involved in fighting the fires
in Montana, at the Ninemile Complex. It has been a
good way to keep in touch, by checking your Web
site on a daily basis. We were in Montana last year,
so it has been really good to keep track of the goingson while the NZers are there. We remember Missoula
well because we stopped and had our breakfast there
in the restaurant over the river.”
— Rob and Sue Young, South Canterbury,
New Zealand
“ Your fine coverage of the fire situation will keep
us informed as to our son’s activities. He is an
Alberta forestry officer and arrived at the Clear Creek
Complex yesterday where he was to serve as a sector
boss. Your coverage will provide some comfort, in
that we will at least know the state of the fires in
the area where he is
working. ”
— Richard
Trostem

“I am sending this note to let you know that I
really appreciated your article on the fires of 2000.
The article I am speaking of is in the Monday, Aug.
14 Missoulian, Section C. It is titled Serving Their
Country. The big photograph of the soldier handling
the duffle bags is my husband.”
— Tianna Wofford, Fort Hood, Texas
The e-mail messages reminded us, too, that readers
and news sources alike respect accurate and impartial
journalism, whether the news itself is good or bad.
Never once during the 2000 fire season did the
Missoulian ignore controversy. But when there were
angry words, we were scrupulous in getting to every
side of the issue and in answering every question that
could be answered. Soon, incident commanders were
calling and inviting us to their fire camps. “ Please come
see us,” said the IC at
one of the most
remote, southwest
Montana camps. “We
want some attention,
too.”

“I zvould like to
thank you for the
article about
“I went on my
Superior that was
first forest fire 50
placed on the
years ago, about 10
Internet today. My
days after graduating
mother, grandmother,
from high school. I ’ve
uncle and several
been involved with
cousins live in
fire for most of the
Superior. I live in
intervening years,
Montgomery,
and now work at the
Alabama, but
National Interagency
graduated from
Fire Center. The hope
Superior High School.
among firefighters
I have been keeping
and managers is that
close tabs on the
By Michael Gallacher / Missoulian this season does not
fires via the Internet.
become a repeat of
A member of the Del Rosa Hotshots from San Bernardino, Calif., hoses
I just wanted to tell
what occurred 90
down hot spots on the Landowner Mountain fire west of Superior. His crew
you how much it
years
ago. The other
was working to save a house in the fire's path.
meant to see news
side of the hope is
about how things
that we somehow find that fine balance point where
were going in Superior. You know how moms are.”
fire is allowed to play its critical role in
— Bonnie Peters Greene, Prattville, Ala
contributing to forest and rangeland health, without
jeopardizing life and the resources we cherish. ”
“Hi. My name is Michelle Hilton from
— Don Smurthwaite, Bureau of Land
Washington state. I am worried about the fires in
Management, Boise, Idaho
Montana and family members. I have a grandpa in
Deborgia, Montana, named jack Cotton. I need to
O f course, the e-delivered messages were also
know if someone can check on him to see if he is
confirmation — though we should have known — that
OK. He is 95 years old. He is hard of hearing, so on
Montana is home (real or wished-lor) to just about
the telephone he cannot hear me. I am very
everybody who’s ever set foot here. And they all read
concerned if he needs our help. This is his
the Missoulian as their hometown newspaper, hoping to
granddaughter who loves him. Please check up on
find news of those little pieces of ground they either
him .”
own or used to own or wish they owned.
— Michelle Hilton, Sumner, Wash.
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By Kurt Wilson / Missoulian
A performer with a USO dance troupe entertains Marines from Camp Pendleton, Calif., who were stationed in Salmon,
Idaho, to help fight nearby forest fires.

“I appreciate your articles and coverage of this
incredible fire season. I am a native Montanan,
transplanted to Portland, Ore. My family is in
Montana and the stories are very close to home. ”
— Julia Longacre (formerly of Arlee), Portland, Ore.
“I read your article on Miller Flats on Rock
Creek. Unfortunately, I have property there and
would appreciate any info you can give me on any
further damage the fire has caused. Thank God there
is rain coming, and maybe everyone can rest for a
while. ”
— Tim Remington, Portland, Ore.
“My son lives in Missoula, and I was up there at
the end of July when everything was beautiful. He
suggested the Missoulian as a site to keep up-to-date,
and I find that almost every time I am interested in
an article, you have written it. Keep up the good
work; even if your area is not a regular on national
TV, there are those who are interested. ”
— Diane Campbell

Mj R
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“An e-mail pen friend sent me a copy of the
Missoulian. He is a retired forester living in
Kingsburg, Calif. I appreciated the relevant pages of
your newspaper in regard to the terrible forest fires
which you have been experiencing recently. It is
difficult living on this relatively tiny island, with our
limited forestry resources, to imagine the scale of the
disaster. Here, a fire in a hundred acres of woodland
would be considered a memorable tragedy! Your
account in the Missoulian has been a great help to
me in comprehending the situation.”
— Edwin Redman, Birmingham, United Kingdom
“Just a note to let you know that even folks from
central Pennsylvania are following Missoulian
articles about the fires. I visit Missoula nearly every
year to fish, and love your area. I ’ve been following
the news closely for several weeks now and wish
you good luck. ”
— Mark Faulkner, Boalsburg, Pa.
Perhaps most importantly, the e-mails spoke to a
truth at times debated in journalism, particularly during
61
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analysis you reported.”
the early days of USA Today. Our e-mail correspondents
— Mark Sherouse, Montana Committee
said — loudly and in considerable numbers — that
for the Humanities
readers want stories of substance. That they will read
hundreds of column inches of copy if that copy helps
“1 am the chief bush fire control officer for a
them understand the place they call home.
local
government authority, the Shire of Mundaring
On Aug. 20-22, the Missoulian devoted 12 pages to a
in
Western
Australia. My patch is 624 square
series of stories called “The Big Burn of 1910. Ninety
kilometers
of
territory ranging from urban to
years ago, in the same mountains of western Montana
agricultural
and
is one-third forested with dry
and northern Idaho that burned last summer, one
sclerophyll
eucalypt
forest. Your stories virtually only
immense wildfire — “The Big Burn ’ — caused the U .S.
needed to change place names to reflect some
Forest Service to declare war on all wildfires.
attitudes experienced here. We can all learn from
Eventually, the policies and practices that grew out of
past aboriginal
the fires of 1910
practices of fire. If you
contributed to the
happen to meet any of
firestorms burning
the West Australians
outside our livingover there fighting fire
room windows in
in Montana, say g'day
August 2000.
from me. Now that I
And while no one
have the Missoulian
liked the forests of
Web site, I will be a
blackened sticks or
regular visitor.”
the smoky skies that
— Bruce Telfer,
last summer’s fires
Shire of Mundaring,
produced, hundreds
Western Australia.
of readers wrote to
say our stories
“Just a note to say
helped them
how much I enjoyed
understand that
By Michael Gallacher / Missoulian the article about the
western Montanans
1910 fire. What a
A California firefighter relaxes w hile filling his water truck in Trout Creek near
live in a landscape
gripping story! Even
shaped by fire. It is the base of Landowner Mountain.
though in general I
time, readers said,
find the Missoulian too liberal for my taste, the
to start talking about what that means.
reporting on the fires of 2000 has been very good. We
have enjoyed the extra coverage of the history of fire
“I just finished your three-part article on the
in the region, and the wider story about the way we
1910 fire and its impact on forest fire management.
humans deal with fire. Thanks again."
The history of how we came to be where we are was
— SuzanneNuanez
extremely useful in what I am sure will be a
contentious and probably politically motivated
For the Missoulian, the fires of 2000 brought
debate after this season. My hope is that lessons will
confirmation that while the years ahead will no doubt
be learned so that blame will give way to smarter
bring new ways to deliver the news, our franchise will
management, assuming we are any smarter:”
remain local. Because of technology, our audience will be
— Randy Schwickert, Whitefish, Mont. bigger and more widely dispersed, but readers will still
look to the Missoulian for news of western Montana.
“I just read your article on missoulian.com, and I They will read the Missoulian as their “local" newspaper.
wanted to tell you that I thought it was incredible.
And they’ll do the same with newspapers in every city
Thanks for such an informative, interesting and
and town in America, each time looking for the same
thought-provoking article. ”
thing: good old-fashioned, tell-me-a-story journalism.
— Peter O ’Reilly, Bestfoods Baking Co.,
Last summer, Missoulian readers near and far
Bay Shore, N. Y.
appreciated the reporting they found in our print and
online editions, and they told us so.
“Just a note of appreciation for the big series you
did on the 1910 fire and its aftennath. As this year
becomes the topic of more deliberate policy and
other discussion, it will be very important to us all
to have the kind of historical perspective and
62
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“ Very, very good stories. I have really enjoyed
them.
— Love, Mom ."
M 1R
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How the Devil was Divested of the Deed
101 Years o f Wildfire Coverage at National Geographic
By Oona Palmer

n 1968, the devil was playing
with fire — wildfire, to be exact.
“Forest Fire: the Devil's Picnic,”
a National Geographic article of that
July, personified the blazes of the
previous summer as angry and
malicious. This notion of the devil
wreaking havoc on our forests
reflected popular perceptions of
wildfire and was influenced by the
fire policy in vogue at the time.
Today, wildfires are widely
understood as a natural and
necessary occurrence, although they
are inconvenient and often
dangerous from a human
perspective. The history of our
nation’s forests is punctuated with
recurring and often widespread
burns, and this is somewhat of a
constant. It is the telling of that
story that has changed.
Regarded as the vanguard of
popular scientific exploration,
Geographic’s coverage over the past
century can serve as a benchmark of
the times and offer some curious
insight as to how popular perception
of wildfires has evolved.
National Geographic began
covering wildfires soon after its
inception in 1888. Instead of
reporters, however, Department of
Agriculture and Forest Service
heavies were weighing in on the
subject.
Wildfires debuted in the magazine
in October of 1899. Gifford Pinchot,
a conservationist who became head
of the Division of
Forestry within

I
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roaring like a squadron o f
jets, ravage 100-foot trees on a mountaintop fire line in
Willamette National Forest, Oregon. Firebrands
the size o f pie plates shoot hundreds o f feet into the air
Courageous woodsman, chain-sawing a hurtling snag, joins
in a valiant but futile effort to halt the holocaust.
w in d

-w h i p p e d

FLA M ES,

The Devils Picnic
By S T U A R T E. JO N E S and J A Y JO H N S T O N
National Geographic Staff

Courtesy of National Geographic
National Geographic wildfire coverage, 1968.

Oona Palmer is pursuing a journalism master s degree at the University o f Montana with an emphasis in
photojournalism. She will work as the school’s teaching assistant in photography in 2001-02, and will be
photography editor for CAMAS, the magazine o f U M s environmental studies program. Dm ing summei
2001, she will work on the photo staff o f the Missoulian newspaper in Missoula, Mont.
MJ R
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the Department of Agriculture, wrote “The Relation of
Forests and Forest Fires.” Understanding the relation of
fire to forest characteristics was essential, he wrote, to
understanding why fires do damage and how to prevent
them. He referred to the observations of John Muir and
lamented the dearth of writing on the more creative
effects of wildfire.
Pinchot guessed that nearly all stretches of American
forest had been touched by fire at various intervals
throughout history. He also pointed out that the highly
valuable Douglas fir of Washington State would not be
in abundance if not for the occurrence of wildfire.
Fire-resistant but intolerant of shade, the Douglas fir
benefits when wildfires clear out shade-tolerant
competition.
Although he focused on the regulative action of fire,
he also differentiated those tree species that were
commercially valuable from those that were not.
Pinchot estimated a yearly loss of $50 million in timber,
water supply and soil quality as a result of fires. That
figure, he said, “proves that the destructive action of
fire on the forest in its relation to human needs is a
subject of the first interest and importance.”
It was a downhill slide from there.
Pinchot’s article was followed by a double-header
when the catastrophic fires of 1910 inspired Geographic
articles in both 1911 and 1912.
In the summer of 1910, the Forest Service lost 76
firefighters to the fires. In a Geographic article titled
“ Protecting Our Forests from Fire,” Secretary of
Agriculture James Wilson reported these casualties as
well as the three million acres burned and the million
dollars spent fighting the fires. The article served not
only as a justification for the expenditures Wilson felt
necessary but also as a call for increased fire-fighting
resources.
Wilson attributed the blazes to prevailing conditions
of severe drought and high winds, but wrote that the
fires were primarily triggered by railroads, lightning,
carelessness or arson. Successfully combating fires
required the construction of fire lines, telephone lines,
lookout stations, ranger stations and more roads and
trails, he argued. At the time of his article, there were
5,500 miles of roads and 16,000 miles of trails in the
nation’s forests.
Today, there are nearly 378,000 miles of roads in the
National Forest system alone. We are on the other end
of that trailblazing arc. Road construction has decreased
steadily over the last 20 years, tempered by concerns
about forest preservation.
In July 1912, the chief of the U .S . Forest Service,
Henry S. Graves, repeated Wilson’s entreaty of the year
before in “The Fight Against Forest Fires.” He
considered forest protection merely insurance against
great financial loss. He blamed forest fires on the
government’s unwillingness to appropriate sufficient funds.
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“The old view,” Graves said, “that forest fires are
inevitable and that no system can be devised to prevent
them is obsolete.” Look at Prussia, France and British
India, he argued; they each spent far more per acre on
their national forests than did the United States.
Graves also introduced Geographic readers to a
debate over fire policy that would persist until the
present. California lumbermen, he said, held to a
dangerous doctrine of starting annual light fires to
prevent a buildup of debris. He said this killed all young
trees. “When the old trees are cut,” he continued,
“nothing but a barren waste is left. This process of
ultimate destruction is illustrated in many parts of those
forests where the practice of annual or periodic firing of
the woods has been in vogue.”
His appraisal seemed to take less account of history
than Pinchot’s had 13 years earlier. Unlike Pinchot,
Graves could find no redeeming quality in wildfires. It
is also interesting to note that in those 13 years, the
periodical’s title language of choice shifted from
“relation” to “protection” to “fight.”
In light of the casualties of 1910, it is not surprising
that the prevailing attitude was fearful and adversarial.
It boiled down to man against fire. That this stance
prevailed and shaped policy is evidenced in a
Geographic article 58 years after the fires of 1910.
The West again experienced large-scale fires in the
summer of 1967. In July of the following year,
Geographic writers Stuart E. Jones and Jay Johnston
recounted the previous summer’s fires with great gusto.
“Forest Fire: the Devil’s Picnic,” was rich with
stereotypical and simplistic metaphors. It is perhaps the
lowlight of Geographic fire coverage and will probably
remain so for its blatant naivete.
Equating the wildfires to a holocaust, the authors
personified the fires as possessing “ savage fury.” In one
instance, they referred to a fire as the “gray-black death
(that) shrouds the once-idyllic Pack River watershed.”
They said fire isn’t always bad, but explained: “Fire
must be controlled by man. Unleashed, it changes from
docile servant to berserk destroyer.”
The writers explained that fortunately for the United
States, its Forest Service had at its disposal an arsenal
of fire-fighting agents, including smokejumpers, walkietalkies and aerial chemical drops. Computers, the
authors predicted, would soon join these “ultramodern
methods” in the battle against wildfires.
Although the devil was metaphorically behind the
fires, the authors claimed arsonists were most to blame,
saying one in four fires was set intentionally. Second in
culpability, they explained, was the practice of debris
burning. Lightning was mentioned in passing, and it
was acknowledged that severe drought was fire’s great
ally. However, “for the nation as a whole,” the authors
stated, “nine out of 10 forest fires result from
somebody’s carelessness, ignorance, bad luck, or
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malicious disregard for the rights of others.” In 1968,
people were viewed as both the cause and the solution
to the nation’s wildfires.
In September 1982, the subject of forest fires made a
cameo appearance in an article by Rowe Findley titled
“ Our National Forests: Problems in Paradise.” The
writing was far less fiery than its predecessor and
merely lamented the acts of arson that had claimed 38
percent of the national forest lands burned in 1980. It
also paid tribute to Smokey Bear, reporting that the
incidence of fires caused by carelessness had decreased
drastically since the genesis of Smokey in 1945.
By the late 80s, the lexicon had changed quite a bit
from 1968. Not long after the devil’s last great picnic,
Yellowstone Park had devised the “Wildland Fire
Management Plan for Yellowstone National Park.” This

reducing the risk of catastrophic firespread.
The question that framed the debate in this article
was quite different from that of the Devil’s Picnic article
20 years earlier. Jeffrey found “the heart of the matter”
in interviewing Yellowstone’s Chief of Research, John
Varley.
“ It’s a fundamental argument about how parks
should be managed,” Varley said. “ In the simplest
possible terms it’s whether we want man as the primary
manager of these wild lands or whether we want mother
nature as the primary manager.”
The dialogue over forest fire management has
intensified, and an increasing number of people are
conversant on the issues. National Geographic delved
into the subject once again in September of 1996 with
Michael Parfit’s article, “The Essential Element of Fire.”

In the simplest possible terms it’s whether we want man as the primary
manager of these wild lands or whether we want mother nature as the
primary manager.
— John Varley, Yellowstone Park

plan allowed park officials some discretion with fires of
natural origin. Previous to this time, all fires had been
routinely suppressed.
But in 1988, the Park found itself at the center of a
great controversy. That summer, over 2 million acres of
western lands had burned in and around Yellowstone.
Officials were blamed for allowing too much land to
burn before suppressing the fires.
In the Geographic’s 1989 article by David Jeffrey,
“Yellowstone: The Great Fires of 1988,” readers began
to learn how the earlier park policy had contributed to
the fires. Jeffrey explains: “ From the 1880s to the 1970s
park policy was to put out all fires as soon as possible.
In a way, that policy was like loading up the park with
kindling. Yellowstone’s dry climate and long winters
greatly retard the removal of dead wood through decay.
Much of that 90 years worth of kindling was still on the
ground in 1988.”
Jeffrey’s article moved the emphasis away from man’s
carelessness and onto the natural forces at play. He
explained that the West had experienced severe drought
into the early summer of 1988, with almost no rain in
July and August. Relative humidity was down, and
“most deadfall contained less moisture than kiln-dried
lumber,” he said.
Jeffrey also outlined the merits of allowing
naturally ignited fires to burn. (Henry S. Graves would
be wringing his hands.) Random burn patterns, Jeffrey
explained, promote a diversity of both vegetation and
animal life. They also clear areas of kindling and burn
corridors through and around vast expanses of forest,

MJ R
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Parfit interviewed several fire experts, including
Stephen Pyne, a researcher labeled “fire laureate” for
his mastery of the subject. Most wanted fire back in the
ecosystem and championed a balanced use of prescribed
burns, both those intentionally lit and those started by
lightning in low-risk conditions. “ Prescribed fire,”
explained Parfit, “is like what the Indians did, but it
didn’t really catch on with public land managers until
the 1970s, when it became a hot new management
technique.”
Prescribed burns are thwarted by red tape, said
Pyne. Most experts, Parfit revealed, say “it’s easier to
get the bucks to fight a fire than to start one.”
The thrust of Parfit’s article was that fire protection
has hurt our forests as much as the fires have
themselves, and that fire is vital to the health of both
grasslands and forests.
So, by 1996, fire had become a necessary ingredient
to a healthy forest. “The right amount of fire is as
essential as the right amount of rainfall and sunlight,”
Parfit quoted Sharon Herman, a fire ecologist at the Tall
Timbers Research Station in Tallahassee, Florida.
From National Geographic’s Web site today, one can
view a special section on wildfires, “Nature’s Fury:
Wildfires.”
Geographic’s coverage of the wildfires of 2000 has so
far been limited to the Web. In addition to background
and facts about the phenomenon of wildfire, the online
magazine provides video and audio clips that bring the
audience right to the fires.
The site says the controversy over how best to manage
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forests has been re invigorated by recent wildfire episodes
resulting from both changing climate and human activities.
Geographic states that 90 percent of wildfires are still
started by humans, while lightning is responsible for the
remaining 10 percent — not that different from 1968.
“As upsetting as it may be to humans,” Geographic
says, “wildfire is an ancient lord of the wilderness. Its
elemental fury has helped shape many of the earth’s
plants and animals over eons of evolution. Fire remains
critical today for their survival.” Yes, it is destructive,
the magazine says, but “When left to its own logic ...

fire renews more life than it destroys.”
We are still talking about fury. We are still fighting
fires. We are still personifying fire. But we’re like
children who have grown up to realize that some facets
of life are mixed blessings. If Geographic is an accurate
reading of popular perception, then we are just
enlightened enough to accept fire, but not quite ready to
abandon our need to personify it.
Now it’s not the devil that’s having a picnic — it’s
nature. In our estimation, wildfire has risen from the
demonic ranks. It is now a lord.
VH

Web Site on Fire
“ The sky was pink and it was falling!!! A fire
retardant plane had just dropped its entire load
on us ... It was like being hit with 2,000 gallons
of French dressing. But luckily I put in a fresh
roll of film and photographed the entire thing
as it unfolded before me.”
—Mark Thiessen

H

e wanted to help show their mothers why they
do what they do. That’s why National
Geographic photographer Mark Thiessen began
following wildland firefighters six years ago. He has
returned to photograph them every summer since.
“These men and women go through incredible
experiences,” he explains. “Yet there isn’t anyone
around to document what they’re going through.
That’s the story I want to tell.”

By Mark Thiessen, courtesy of photographer
Norbert Schuster in “ Fire Call,” found on National Geographic’s Web site (http://www.nationalgeographic.com/firecall).
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This year, the fruit of Theissen’s efforts appeared on
the National Geographic Web site. The piece, titled
“Fire Call: A Wildland Firefighter Speaks,” is a
multimedia portrayal of a seasoned firefighter named
Norbert Schuster.
For this article, Thiessen recounted via e-mail his
experiences covering wildland firefighters.
Thiessen procured his unique access to cover fires
through a friend who was a public information officer
at the Boise National Forest. He’d previously covered
forest fires during a stint at the Idaho Statesman.
Initially, Thiessen embarked upon his firefighter
coverage as a personal project. He didn't want to be
driven by deadlines. He also knew that shooting fire

2000, he says his 35mm still cameras remained his top
priority.He brought two Nikon F5’s, three zoom lenses
and couple of strobes. As of yet, he has no need to go
digital, he says. In the course of chasing fire, he’s
dispensed with the big camera bag in favor of a large
fanny pack that holds his cameras, lenses and film,
Under it, his required fire shelter rides around his
waist,
Thiessen says he has learned a lot from his
experiences. “Wildland firefighters are a breed apart,”
he says. “They have their own subculture.” Even under
very strenuous circumstances, he says, they share a
great camaraderie and keep up a wry sense of humor,
Thiessen says he wishes everyone could spend a few

Once you’ve been through these kinds of situations your comfort zone grows
and you are no longer bothered by someone cutting you off on the highway.
— Mark Thiessen, National Geographic photographer
was tricky — one must be at the right place at the right days in the life of a wildland firefighter because
time. This requires more flexibility than is afforded by
ordinary life is a cakewalk in comparison. “Once
the typical newspaper assignment, says Thiessen.
you’ve been through these kinds of situations,” he says,
But, Fire Call producer and designer Jim Webb says,
“your comfort zone grows and you are no longer
after editors at National Geographic noticed Thiessen
bothered by someone cutting you off on the highway.”
returning with exceptional photographs several years in Simply put, he explains, the experience is enough to
a row, they decided to do a visual piece about wildland change your outlook on life.
firefighters. They decided to do it on the Web.
Returning each year to the Boise National Forest,
In addition to his still cameras, Thiessen was
Thiessen has formed relationships that have furthered
outfitted with a digital video camera and a digital
his access. No one wants anyone to get killed on his
sound recorder. The video footage will air on the
watch, especially some photographer, explains
National Geographic Channel in October, but the
Thiessen. The BLM fire crews know him and trust his
audio
judgment around fire. In fact, they helped him attend
interviews have been coupled with Thiessen’s
fire training so he could obtain a Red Card, or
photographs to produce the web piece Fire Call.
certification to fight fires. Each summer, he brings
Webb and Thiessen say they had no real plan, except photographs from the previous year, and the crews
to gather all they could. “I grabbed all the groceries I
have become like family to him, he says,
could find,” Thiessen explains, “and he cooked the
Thiessen plans to continue this project for another
meal.”
15 to 20 years and hopes to someday compile his
Webb says they chose a slide show format because it photographs in a book. “It’s hard to explain the
allowed them to “deliver a movie-like presentation at
incredible characters and wild experiences to friends
modem speeds.” Video would have looked too blurry,
who have no frame of reference for fire,’ he says,
he explains. Using Macromedia Flash, they panned and Wildland firefighters, he believes, need a way to show
zoomed over still images and added closed captioning.
their loved ones what they do and who they do it with.
They didn’t want viewers to be deterred by having to
He hopes his photographs will serve that purpose,
download the newest version, so they intentionally
The project serves a personal purpose, as well. “I
opted for an older version of the Flash plug-in.
believe,” Thiessen says, “photographers need a
Available connection speeds are probably the chief
long-term personal project that allows them to answer
technical limitation to this multi-media format, Webb
only to themselves. Where the only risk is your own
says. He and Thiessen were forced to compress audio
time and sweat. Anyway, he says, “You have never
and images to ensure a presentation that flowed for
really lived until you’ve been hit with 2,000 gallons ot
modem users.
French dressing.”
Although Thiessen had the video camera slung
Oona Palmer
around his shoulder at all times during the summer of
M j R _
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With Fire: Up Close and Dangerous
Risk-taking journalists get better stories . . .
if the government will only let them

John Blackstone,
CBS News
correspondent,
reports by the
Sula fire camp
in Montana's
Bitterroot Valley
in August 2000..
Courtesy of CBS
News

By

John

Blackstone

I

n Montana during the
summer of 2000 the problem for
all of us was eovering wildland
fires.
I’ve worked for CBS News for 20
years covering all sorts of natural and
man-made disasters. If youil allow me
to name drop, or rather, disaster drop,
for a moment:

I’ve covered fires, floods,
earthquakes, famines, revolutions,
wars in Lebanon, Nicaragua and El
Salvador, and civil unrest from
Northern Ireland to South Africa. I
got to the Exxon Valdez oil spill
before the president of Exxon did.
And then there was the nearly
three months I spent in Jordan,

Mont., covering the siege of the
Freemen, not to mention the
abortive trial of Ted Kaczynski in
Sacramento, Calif.
So I’ve got lots of disaster
experience. And fires are just about
the hardest to cover. The best you
can do, or the best you’re allowed to
do, is take some distant pictures of

John Blackstone has been a CB S News correspondent based in San Francisco since 1986. He is responsible
for coverage o f major stories in Northern California and the Pacific Northwest. Blackstone reports
regularly fo r the CBS Evening News with Dan Rather and often contributes to other C BS News broadcasts,
including The Early Show and Sunday Morning. Nature seems to keep Blackstone veiy busy. In recent
years, he has covered California fires, floods, earthquakes and drought, including the devastating San
Francisco earthquake o f 1989, the Oakland fire o f 1991 and the Central Valley floods of 1997. This article
was adapted from remarks made to the Montana A P Broadcasters meeting, Sept. 30, 2000.
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smoke rising from the other side of
the hill.
My usual experience, in more
than 12 years of covering forest fires
in the West, has been to get
catapulted into someplace where
there's a big fire and head to fire
headquarters with my protective
gear: Vibram boots, Nomex suit,
hard hat, goggles, bandana and
safety shelter. I would then find the
fire information officer and ask to
see some flames.

You may as well throw your press
card away, it seems, for all the
access it gives you at a wildfire.
It reminds me of that classic
novel about foreign reporting,
“ Scoop.’’ In the story, this little outof-the-way nation is suddenly
inundated with reporters when it
goes to war against its neighbor.
Governmental officials want all
reporters to have credentials of
course, but they’ve never had
reporters there before, so they take

to Northern Ireland from the driver
who was assigned to take me there.
His name was Wes Taylor.
As we drove. Wes told me that
he'd done a little bit of time in the
Maze prison himself for some minor
activities on behalf of the IRA.
When we got to Derry he dropped
me and the camera crew close to
the center of town where gasoline
bombs and rubber bullets were
already flying.
Wes and I set a time to meet that

I ’d usually be willing — as I think many reporters would be willing —
to accept the same kind of risk the firefighters do. Usually we’re prevented
from taking anywhere near that much risk.
But then comes the usual
response that everything is either
inaccessible or off limits. “ But,” says
the information officer, handing me
a sheet of paper, “here’s our latest
update on the acreage burning and
percentages contained.”
Give me an earthquake or a
hurricane anytime. A quake hits —
it’s over with. You head out and get
pictures of the damage. In a
hurricane you don’t need anybody’s
permission to get pictures of
howling wind blowing things
around.
In a flood you may have to
worry about roads being closed, but
usually the airspace is open and you
can get all you need from a chopper.
My experience with fires has
often been much less satisfactory.
Usually we’re kept so far back that
press credentials don’t seem to be
worth a thing.
When I worked as a foreign
correspondent, I used to spend a lot
of time in Africa. And in Sudan the
official press credentials issued to
us used to say in big letters on the
back, “WITH TH IS CARD IT IS
FORBIDDEN TO PHO TOGRAPH
MILITARY IN STA LLA TIO N S.”
That always suggested to me that if
you threw the card away you could
photograph military installations.

cards used for the registration of
prostitutes, cross out “prostitute"
and write in “reporter.”
As press credentials go, the ones
in “ Scoop” weren’t worth much.
Neither are those issued during
wildland fires.
I appreciate that the first
concern of fire information officers
is our safety and that of others. My
safety is also my first concern.
Still, part of a reporter’s job is
taking an acceptable level of risk.
What is acceptable? I think it’s
often what the professionals in the
situation are willing to accept.
Wildland firefighters have a plan
for getting out of dangerous
situations. I’d usually be willing —
as I think many reporters would be
willing — to accept the same kind
of risk the firefighters do. Usually
we’re prevented from taking
anywhere near that much risk.
If I may, here’s an old war story
that I think fits into the topic.
Northern Ireland in 1981. Bobby
Sands and other Irish Republican
Army hunger strikers in the Maze
prison were starving themselves to
death. There was lots of violence on
the streets.
I had just arrived in Belfast and
I was sent to an even nastier city,
Londonderry. I got my introduction

MjR
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would get us back to Belfast in time
to cut and feed a piece for the CBS
Evening News.
There were plenty of good
pictures of battles between police
and protesters. We followed it all,
trying to keep out of the line of fire,
but that eventually got us in trouble.
The police tried to cut off the
protesters in the city square and.
with some other news people, I got
stuck in middle. Riot police blocked
two of the roads out and protestors
blocked the other way. We were in
between them — out of the direct
line of fire but trapped.
The protesters took cover behind
a bus they rolled over and set on
fire. Every once in a while they'd
throw a gasoline bomb at the police
and the police would shoot rubber
bullets.
It became a standoff that wore on
and my deadline was getting closer
and closer.
But it didn’t seem an acceptable
risk to make it back to Wes either
through the police lines or through
the remains of the burned bus.
As I continued to wonder how
I'd ever get out of this, I saw
somebody climbing through the bus,
its frame still smoldering. It was
Wes. He got through the bus,
walked calmly across the square,
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came up to me and said, “ Don’t we
have to be goin’, John?”
I said, “Yes we do, but how do
we get out?”
“We walk across the square and
climb through the burning bus,” Wes
said. “ I asked the lads not to throw
any petrol bombs until we’re out.”
It wasn’t a forest fire, but it
taught me that if you stick with
people who know what they’re
doing there’s a good chance you’ll
be all right.
Fortunately, when I was in
Montana’s Bitterroot Valley in
August 2000, I got to work with a
fire information officer and a group
of firefighters who knew what they
were doing. The result: I got one of
the best forest fire stories I think
I’ve ever done, mainly because I
was given access.
In early August, I went into the
fire camp at Sula south of
Hamilton, Mont., the largest town
in the Bitterroot Valley.
The fire information officer was
John See, who also worked with the
state of Alaska forestry department.
While acting as a fire information
officer, he was aj^o a trained fire
behaviorist, the person who tells
the firefighters what’s likely to
happen next.

When I said to him, “ Let’s go
see some flames,” he didn’t say,
“For your own safety we’ll have to
stay well back.” Instead he said,
“ I’ll get you as close as I can
without getting burned.”
He then took us to meet Dave
Ronsen, president of a company
called Bridger Fire, Inc., of
Bozeman, Mont. Bridger worked on
contract for the Forest Service
providing firefighters, equipment
and expertise. Ronsen had also
worked for the movie industry, so
he had some understanding of our
needs.
Ronsen and his team had been
in the thick of the action for weeks.
He turned the tables and spent
some time interviewing us, but once
he was convinced we were
professionals and intended to do
nothing foolhardy, he agreed to have
us along on whatever their mission
turned out to be that afternoon.
As the winds picked up the fire
began blowing downhill toward
Highway 93, the only road running
north and south through the length
of the valley. With the help of See
and Ronsen and his crews from
Bridger, our team got closer to the
front lines of fire fighting than I
have ever managed before.

Then See got a call on the radio
that the fire had started burning
down toward the fire camp itself.
By this time the local sheriff had
closed the road back to the camp.
The deputy didn’t want to let us
through, and See probably could
have left us there. But he didn’t. He
talked us through the roadblock. We
got to the fire camp as flames blew
furiously down the hill toward the
collection of tents that made up the
camp.
What follows is the script for the
report I did for the C B S Evening
News. “N A T S O T ” means a natural
sound on the tape.
B L A C IC S T O N E / F IR E S
M O N D A Y SU LA STORY
S O L M S E N / B L O C H / D E IZ /
H O U L IH A N E V E N IN G N EW S

August 7, 2000

;

B LA CK ST O N E : Across hundreds of
thousands of acres in the West the
battle against burning forests is
marked by small victories and
major defeats.
In the Bitterroot Valley of western
Montana fire crews made a stand
along Highway 93...a narrow
ribbon through the wilderness.
N A T SO T “STAY C A L M ”
B LA CK ST O N E : The flames racing
into the valley were impossible to
stop but at each home along
Highway 93 firefighters battled to
save what they could.
JO E STAM, IN C ID E N T
CO M M A N D ER : The crews are
getting tired, the firefighters are
getting tired and there just doesn’t
seem to be any relief coming right
at the moment.
BLACKSTONE: And for the tired
crews the fire had another challenge.

Courtesy o f CBS News
A firefighter talks with Blackstone outside of Sula, Mont., in early August.
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Blackstone reports
as fire sweeps into
the Sula fire camp,
and crews fight to
save their
makeshift homes.
Courtesy o f
CBS News

B LA CK ST O N E: This is a dramatic
example of how fast moving and
unpredictable these fires can be. A
sudden shift in the wind here has
left the firefighters battling to save
their own camp.
With the forest above erupting in
flames, the struggle began to protect
tents and vital supplies and
equipment.

(G U Y SPR A YIN G FIRE....)
B LA CK ST O N E : The camp itself
was now the front line.
(...H E TURNS FR O M SPR AYIN G
FLAM ES A N D PO IN TS TO TENT
FLY IN G TH RU THE AIR.)
B LA CK ST O N E : For an hour
everyone in camp joined the battle,
not just firefighters but bus drivers,
bookkeepers and cooks.

The road provided one last chance
to keep the flames from sweeping
into camp. The valley was filling
with choking smoke and burning
embers dropped among the tents.

FIR E FIG H T ER : It’s been hectic,
it’s been wild. More than I signed
up for.

The smoke so thick it made midday
look like night. The heat so intense
the fire created its own wind.

B LA CK ST O N E : When it was over
the camp was battered ... but no
one was hurt.

NAT: FIR E FIG H T ER W/ W IND

A N O T H E R F IR E F IG H T E R : It
was definitely something
different, something to experience
as long as you know you ’re gonna
come out on top.

B LA CK ST O N E: Firefighters call
them fire whirls (M ORE OF THAT
NAT)... (START TEN T SHOT)
attacking the camp like tiny
tornadoes.

STAM: I ’m sure some of these folks
have seen things they probably

MJ R
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won’t see again. They’ll be telling
their grandchildren.
B LA CK ST O N E : But for front-line
firefighters it’s the kind of battle
that’s repeated somewhere almost
everyday in the West’s burning
forests.
L IV E C L O SE
B LA CK ST O N E : The fire that came
down this hill and through base
camp is now moving into the next
valley to the east. Homes there are
being evacuated as the hot, windy
weather pushes a fire of extreme
intensity.
That story showed what a
wildfire is really like. It’s good for
the firefighters and the Forest
Service because it shows viewers
what they’re up against and the very
real danger in which they work. We
got the story largely because one
guy was willing to stick his neck out
and give us better access than usual.
This clearly wasn’t without risk.
I was there with a producer and two
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cam era crew s. T h e raw footage
show s how close both the
cam eram en and I cam e to being
injured. In one shot you see a large
mess tent lifted into the air and its
metal tent poles flying. O n the
videotape you can hear the poles
ban gin g, then the cam era goes out
o f control. O n e o f the poles hit
cam eram an G ilb ert D e iz on the
head. Fortunately, he w as w earing a
hard hat.

th at, too.
T he day after w e shot the Su la
fire cam p w e headed back to the
cam p to meet up w ith See again
and look for more trouble.
We hit trou b le at the first
ro ad b lo ck 20 m iles from w here
a n y th in g w as b u rn in g and a lm o st
as far from the fire ca m p . T h e
n a tio n a l guard m em ber on the
ro ad b lo ck said n ew s m edia c o u ld
en ter o n ly w ith an in fo rm a tio n

everythin g th e y ’ve learned in their
careers to help reporters — and
therefore everybody else — get a
closer look at w h at it’s really like
w hen the forests burn.
O n a Su n d a y m orning som e
nine years ago — O c t . 20, 1991 —
I w as sittin g on m y d eck, feet up,
w ith the Su n d a y papers and a cup
o f coffee. I live on a hillside north
o f Sa n F ran cisco and have a view
across the bay and over tow ard

In the future, I hope we can find more ways to convince various authorities
to let us take reasonable risks to accurately tell the story.
O u r other cam eram an, H u n ter
B lo ch , film ed a firefighter spraying
flam es am on g the tents. O n the
film , the sm oke becom es so thick
it’s im possible to see an ything.
A g a in the cam era shakes and goes
out o f control. B lo ch tripped over a
tent rope. H e w as shaken but kept
shooting.
W hen the m ess tent started to
blow apart I looked for cover. T he
only solid th in g I could find to get
behind w as a row o f portable
toilets. T he tent poles sm ashed into
the toilets. T h ey were rattling and
shaking and banging in the w in d. I
th ou gh t to m yself, “ D a m n , these
toilets are going to blow over on
top o f me, and even if I survive no
one is going to be w illin g to rescue
m e!”
A big reason w e were able to get
the story is because See knew w hat
to expect and w hat the lim its were,
so he w as com fortable havin g us
w ith him . It’s m ade me suspect that
fire inform ation officers often keep
reporters w ell aw ay because they
do not have the front-line
experience to be really com fortable
assessing risk.
O f course it’s not just the fire
inform ation folks w ho keep us
away from the action — state
police, N atio n al G u a rd , alm ost
anybody put at a roadblock can do
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officer. We told him our
in fo rm a tio n o ffic e r w as at the fire
cam p w a itin g for u s. So rry, he
said , if h e ’ s n ot w ith yo u y o u ’ve
got to w a it here. T h e p h o n e lines
had burn ed o u t the day before so
there w as no c o n ta c t w ith the
cam p .
Even tu ally w e got som eone
from the fire service to carry a note
asking See to pick us up. H e did,
but w e w asted four hours and
could do very little that w as
w orthw h ile before our deadline.
For all the go o d our press cards
did us, they m igh t as w ell have
been used to register p ro stitu tes.
In the future, I hope w e can find
more w ays to co n vin ce various
authorities to let us take reasonable
risks to accurately tell the story.
A n d I'd like to en courage the
Forest Service to m ake som e good
use out o f the large num ber o f its
firefighters w h o I understand are
now reaching retirement age.
I ’m sure lots o f them have
reached an age w hen they no
longer care to carry chainsaw s all
day and spend w eeks aw ay from
their fam ilies. B ut I bet m any o f
them still w ant to get out on the
frontlines and be part o f the action
from tim e to tim e. These
experienced firefighters could make
excellent inform ation officers, using

O a k la n d . I looked up from my
paper and saw a huge plum e of
black sm oke rising from the
O a k la n d H ills.
A t alm ost exactly that m om ent
my phone rang. I picked it up and
said, “ I k now there’ s a fire in
O a k la n d . I ’m on m y w a y.”
It to o k m e ab o u t 35 m in u tes to
get there and by th at tim e the area
w as clo sed o ff for m ore th an a
m ile arou nd th e fire. Fortu n ately,
from a T V n ew s p oin t o f view , a
c o u p le o f p h o to gra p h e rs w ere
clo se by w h en the fire started —
on e w h o w orked for K T V U (then
an in d ep e n d en t sta tio n that
so m etim es shared fo o ta ge w ith
C B S ) and freelancer A p ril
L a n k fo rd w h o sh o o ts for us a lot.
T hey b oth got in and m anaged
to get pictures that conveyed the
terror o f this kind o f urban
interface fire.
T h a n k heavens a couple of
photographers were able to get in
and record w hat happened in the
O a k la n d H ills. T heir pictures
captured history. T h e O a k la n d H ills
fire w as the m ost destructive
w ildfire ever in the U n ited States.
W h at a loss it w ould have been it it
had been docu m en ted only from a
safe d istan ce.

V H
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On the road
...with Dennis McAuliffe
Dennis McAuliffe envisions a day when more
young people of color are pursuing careers at daily
newspapers across the country.
His vision has taken him on the road.
As a Freedom Forum journalist in residence based
at the University of Montana, McAuliffe takes the
road less traveled, visiting colleges that are not fre
quently courted by newspaper recruiters. He is one
of three Freedom Forum Diversity Fellows traveling
the country spreading the word about journalism as
a career.
A member of the Osage tribe, McAuliffe also is
involved in two Freedom Forum programs for
Native American students:
• The Native American Newspaper Career
Conference at Crazy Horse Memorial near
Custer, S.D. The annual conference brings
together Native American journalists and high
school and tribal college students to work on
writing and design and to talk about journalism
jobs. A Web site, www.nativejournal.org
showcases their work.
• The American Indian Journalism Institute at The
University of South Dakota in Vermillion. The
institute, June 3-29 this year, helps Native
American students learn about journalism in a
month-long, for-credit course.
Through each of these initiatives, McAuliffe and
his colleagues at The Freedom Forum are working
to help create a new, diverse pool of talent from
which newspapers can recruit.
We think that's an important road to travel.

tt- e

Dennis McAuliffe’s travels have taken him to about 50 colleges in 15 states.

FREEDOM FO RUM
FREE PRESS. FREE SPEECH . FREE SPIRIT.

www.freedomforum.org
For more information about the work of the Diversity Fellows, contact McAuliffe at dmcauliffe@freedomforum.org.
To learn more about The Freedom Forum programs for Native American students, contact Jack Marsh, director,
The Freedom Forum Neuharth Center, at 605/677-6315 or e-mail to jmarsh@freedomforum.org.

Published by ScholarWorks at University of Montana, 2015

75

School of Journalism
MJNiOl
The University of Montana
Missoula, MT 59812-0648

MO N T A N A
Journalism Review
Non-Profit Org.
U.S. Postage
PAID
Missoula, MT
59812
Permit No. 100

Montana Journalism Review, Vol. 1 [2015], Iss. 30, Art. 1

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/mjr/vol1/iss30/1

76

